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Understanding trauma. Renewing lives. 

• Australian and international leader in mental health following trauma 
and adversity

• Affiliated with Department of Psychiatry, University of Melbourne

• Working to improve outcomes for individuals, organisations, 
government and communities impacted by trauma and adversity 

• Through
- Policy and service development advice and translation 
- Training and workforce development 
- Research and evaluation
- Clinical services
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About Phoenix Australia 
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Consider your role – first point of contact

 Call centre operators taking calls from 
disaster impacted individuals.

 Field crews responsible for disconnecting 
and reconnecting essential services after 
a disaster event.

 Community liaison staff attending 
evacuation or recovery centres.

 Incident response team leaders or 
management responsible 
for coordinating incident response and 
recovery activities.

What implications 
does this have 
when using a 
trauma lens?
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Why is understanding trauma impacts useful?

• Lack the training and feel 
unprepared can have negative 
impacts for mental health and 
wellbeing of both parties

• Helps clarify boundaries of role 
so not left trying to ‘do it all’

• Acknowledges the dual role for 
many – impacted and helper

This is not about 
making you a 

counsellor



Changes in mental or cognitive capacity

Physiological or bodily changes

Changes in behaviour; and

Emotional changes.

Common reactions to trauma
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Common reactions

Mental or cognitive 
changes

Physical changes Behavioural changes Emotional changes

Reduced concentration 
and memory

Feeling keyed up or on 
edge

Avoiding reminders of 
trauma: people, 
places, situations

Frustration, anger, 
anxiety, fear, sadness, 
helplessness or 
hopelessness

Poor planning and 
problem-solving

Having aches, pains 
and headaches

Becoming withdrawn Guilt and shame

Difficulty making 
decisions

Feeling jumpy Increased conflict with 
others

Numbness or 
detachment

Thinking the world is 
unsafe, people can’t be 
trusted, the self is 
unworthy or 
incompetent

Difficulty sleeping Increased substance 
use e.g., alcohol and 
other drugs

Feeling out of control 
or as if going crazy

Intrusive images or
nightmares

Engaging in risk-taking 
behaviour



• Challenging behaviour such as:
• Aggression and irritability
• Extreme emotions
• Distressed people acting out
• Physical threats to self or others
• Difficulty explaining their situation
• Difficulty following instructions (especially verbal)
• Disorganisation and forgetfulness

• While some behaviours should not be tolerated, viewing them through a 
trauma lens can be helpful for the worker and the trauma-impacted 
person
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What might these look like to you?
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Best practice approach to 
psychosocial support after disaster
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WHO international guidance



Psychological First Aid

International best practice 
approach for providing advice 
and support after trauma

It’s practical and flexible, can be 
used by anyone with the 
appropriate training

Aims to:
• Reduce distress and foster 

coping
• Ensure safety, provide 

emotional comfort and 
support

• Offer practical advice and 
assistance



What are the principles of PFA?



• Learn about trauma and its impacts
• Engage in self-care and maintain health 

and wellbeing
• Learn about the event 

Prepare

• Identify immediate safety concerns
• Observe basic physical needs
• Look for distress reactions

Look 

• Listen actively
• Gather information about needs or 

concerns
• Help calm

Listen

• Help people to solve problems
• Connect with social supports and other 

services
Link

What are the key actions of PFA?



Resources
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https://www.phoenixaustralia.org/disaster-hub/



https://www.phoenixaustralia.org/education-training
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Peer support resources
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phoenixaustralia.org @Phoenix_Trauma @phoenixtrauma @phoenix-trauma


