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Taking Care of Yourself in the Midst of a Traumatic Event 

Mentoring program staff or anyone else who is helping communities or individuals cope with trauma can 

be affected by this activity. This is called the Trauma Exposure Response. Self-care, and engaging in 

activities that promote your own resilience and healing are crucial. It models healthy coping to young 

people, prevents burnout and allows one to carry on with the critical work of supporting their 

community. This guide is intended to provide some general tools and strategies for self-care. A few notes 

on this guide are as follows:  

 This guide could be helpful for anyone in the midst of a traumatic event or supporting others 

experiencing trauma. 

 Healing, resilience and self-care are shaped by many factors and can take on thousands of 

different forms. One’s culture and experiences informs how one might engage in self-care and 

healing. It is important that this is recognized while supporting those affected by trauma.  

 This guide is not exhaustive and is not intended to displace other forms of healing or coping. 

 This guide is not meant to be a substitute for support from a trained clinician. Should significant 

amounts of distress persist during and after a traumatic event, please seek the support from a 

trained clinician. 
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What is Self Care? 
 

Self care includes any intentional actions you take to care for your physical, mental and emotional 

health. Good self care is a challenge for many people and it can be especially challenging for survivors of 

interpersonal violence and abuse. It can also be an important part of the healing process. Self care is 

unique for everyone. Below are some ideas to get you started in developing your own self care plan.  

Physical self-care is an area that people often overlook 

Food 

 Food is a type of self-care that people often overlook. People are often so busy that they don’t 
have time to eat regularly or that they substitute fast food for regular meals. 

 It’s not always reasonable to expect people to get 3 square meals a day (plus snacks!) but 
everyone should make sure they get adequate nutrition. 

 Stay hydrated is also important.  

 One example of a self care goal: Even if it’s a small amount, I will eat something for each meal. 
 
Exercise 

 Exercise is one of the most overlooked types of self-care. The CDC recommends at least 30 

minutes of exercise 5 times a week. 

 Exercise, even if it’s just a quick walk at lunchtime, can help combat feelings of sadness or 

depression and prevent chronic health problems. 

 One example of a self care goal: I will go for a walk Tuesday and Thursday after I get out of my 

morning class. 

Sleep 

 Although everyone has different needs, a reasonable guideline is that most people need 
between 7-10 hours of sleep per night. 

 One example of a self care goal: I will go to bed by 11:00 p.m. during the week so that I can get 
enough sleep. 

 
Medical care 

 Getting medical attention when you need it is an important form of physical self-care. 

 Some survivors put off getting medical care until problems that might have been relatively easy 
to take care of have become more complicated. 

 One example of a self care goal: I will set aside money in my budget (or seek financial help) so 
that I can get my prescriptions filled every month. 

 

Courtesy of University of Kentucky 
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Self-Care Exercises 
The following are a number of exercises to aid in the process of healing and self-care during or shortly 

after a traumatic event. Please take what is helpful and know that this is not exhaustive nor meant to 

replace the need for support from a trained clinician. 

Observing your Breath 

Focus your attention on your breath, coming in and out. Observe your breathing as a way 
to center yourself in your wise mind. Observe your breathing as a way to take hold of your 
mind, dropping off non-acceptance and fighting reality. See some methods below.  
 
1. Deep Breathing 

Lie on your back. Breathe evenly and gently, focusing your attention on the movement of your 

stomach. As you begin to breathe in, allow your stomach to rise in order to bring air into the lower 

half of your lungs. As the upper halves of your lungs begin to fill with air, your chest begins to rise and 
your stomach begins to lower. Don’t tire yourself. Continue for 10 breaths. The exhalation will be 

longer than the inhalation. 

2. MEASURING YOUR BREATH BY YOUR FOOTSTEPS 

Walk slowly in a yard, along a sidewalk, or on a path.  Breathe normally.  Determine the length of your 

breath, the exhalation and the inhalation, by the number of your footsteps.  Continue for a few 
minutes. Begin to lengthen your exhalation by one step. Do not force a longer inhalation. Let it be 
natural. Watch your inhalation carefully to see whether there is a desire to lengthen it.  Continue for 

10 breaths. 

3. COUNTING YOUR BREATH 

Sit in a comfortable position on the floor or in a chair, lie down, or take a walk.  As you inhale, we 

ware that “I am inhaling, ONE.” When you exhale, be aware that “I am exhaling, ONE.” Remember to 

breathe from the stonmach. When beginning the second inhalation, be aware that “I am inhaling, 
TWO.” And, slowly exhaling, be aware that “I am exhaling, TWO.” Continue up through 10. After you 

have reached 10, return to ONE. Whenever you lose count, return to ONE. 

4. FOLLOWING YOUR BREATH WHILE LISTENING TO MUSIC 

Listen to a piece of music. Breathe long, light, and even breaths. Follow your breath; be master of it 
while remaining aware of the movement and sentiments of the music.  Do not get lost in  the music, 
but continue to be master of your breath and yourself. 

5. BREATHING TO QUIET THE MIND AND BODY 

Sit or lie in a comfortable position that you can sustain without movement. Deliberately relax 
your body.  Breath through any areas of tension. Half-smile.Follow your breath. When your 
mind and body are quiet, continue to inhale and exhale very lightly; be aware that “I am 
breathing in and making the breath and body light and peaceful. I am exhaling and making 
the breath and body light and peaceful.” Continue for three breaths, giving rise to the 
thought, “I am breathing in while my body and mind are at peace. I am breathing out while 
my body and mind are at peace.” Continue for 5-25 minutes, as you are able. 
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Half-Smiling 

Accept reality with your body. Relax (by letting go or by just tensing and then letting go) your face, 
neck and shoulder muscles and half-smile with your lips. A half-smile is slightly up-turned lips with a 
relaxed face. Try to adopt a serene facial expression.  Remember, you body communicates to your 
mind. See methods for this below.  

1. HALF-SMILE IN A LYING DOWN POSITION 

Lie on your back on a flat surface without the support of mattress or pillow. Keep your two arms 

loosely by your sides and keep your two legs slightly apart, stretched out before you.  Maintain a half-
smile.  Breathe in and out gently, keeping your attention focused on your breath.  Let go of every 
muscle in your body. Relax each muscle as though it were sinking down through the floor, or as though 
it were as soft and yielding as a piece of silk hanging in the breeze to dry. Let go entirely, keeping your 
attention only on your breath and half-smile. Think of yourself as a cat, completely relaxed before a 

warm fire, whose muscles yield without resistance to anyone’s touch.  Continue for 15 breaths. 
 

2. HALF-SMILE WHEN YOU FIRST AWAKE IN THE MORNING 

Put something in plain view on the ceiling or a wall so that you see it right away when you open your 
eyes. This sign will serve as your reminder. Use these seconds before you get out of bed to take hold 
of your breath.  Inhale and exhale three breaths gently while maintaining a half-smile.  Follow your 

breaths. 

3. HALF-SMILE DURING YOUR FREE MOMENTS 

Anywhere you find yourself sitting or standing, half-smile. Look at a child, a leaf, a painting on a wall, 
or anything that is relatively still, and smile.  Inhale and exhale quietly three times. 

4. HALF-SMILE WHILE LISTENING TO MUSIC 

Listen to a piece of music for 2 or 3 minutes. Pay attention to the words, music, rhythm, and 
sentiments of the music you are listening to (not your daydreams of other times). Half-smile while 
watching your inhalations and exhalations. 

5. HALF-SMILE WHILE IRRITATED 
When you realize, “I’m irritated,” make a half-smile. Inhale and exhale quietly, maintaining a half-smile 

for three breaths 
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Five-Senses 

Think of soothing each of your FIVE SENSES 

 

Vision Notice what you see, find soothing things to look at. 

Notice the play of light on a clean wall. Enjoy the richness of colors in the floor tile. 
Look out the window and watch the grass gently blow in the breeze, the sun dancing 
on leaves, the graceful movement of the birds, or the smooth movement of passing 
cars.  Close your eyes and notice the textures and light colors behind your eyelids. 

 
Hearing    Pay attention to what you can hear around you. 

Listen to beautiful or soothing music, or to invigorating and exciting music. Pay attention to 
sounds of nature (waves, birds, rainfall, leaves rustling). Sing to your favorite songs. 
Hum a soothing tune. Learn to play an instrument. Be mindful of any sounds that come 
your way, letting them go in one ear and out the other. Notice how sounds on the unit feel 
different at various times of day. Quietly notice the sounds of your own breath. See if you 
can hear the sound of your own circulation. 

 
Smell Be aware of the memories that smell can bring. 

Notice the scent of your soap and shampoo while showering. Try to find brands of 
deodorant, lotion, and other things that have a soothing smell to you. Sit quietly for a few 
minutes and try to identify all of the smells that you notice. Enjoy the smell of your meals 
while you are in the dining room. See if you can smell each type of food individually. Savor 
the smell of popcorn and remember other times in your life when you have enjoyed 
popcorn. 

 
Taste Carefully savor flavors that the day brings you. 

Have a good meal; enjoy your dessert; have a favorite soothing drink such as herbal tea or 
hot chocolate. Treat yourself to a favorite snack from the canteen. Suck on a piece of 
peppermint candy. Chew your favorite gum.   Really taste the food you eat; eat one thing 
mindfully. 

 
Touch Find comfort in touch. 

Take a bubble bath. Savor the feeling of crisp, clean sheets on the bed. Soak your feet. 
Soften your skin with lotion. Put a cold compress on your forehead. Brush your hair for a 
long time.  Place your hand on a smooth, cool surface.  Enjoy the feeling of a favorite piece 
of clothing, or clean clothes. Notice the comforting warmth of clothing that is fresh from the 
dryer.  Experience whatever you are touching; notice touch that is soothing. 
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Improve the Moment 
 

Imagery 
 
Imagine a very relaxing scene. Imagine a secret room within yourself, seeing how it is decorated. 
Go into the room whenever you feel very threatened. Close the door on anything that can hurt 
you. Imagine everything going well. Imagine coping well. Make up a fantasy world that is calming 

and beautiful and let your mind go with it. Imagine hurtful emotions draining out of you like water 
out of a pipe. 

Meaning 

Find or create some purpose, meaning, or value in the pain. Remember, listen to, or read about 

spiritual values. Focus on whatever positive aspects of a painful situation you can find. Repeat them 
over and over in your mind.  Make lemonade out of lemons. 

Prayer 

Open your heart to a supreme being, greater wisdom, God, your own wise mind. Ask for strength 
to bear the pain in this moment.  Turn things over to God or a higher being. 

Relaxation 

Try muscle relaxation by tensing and relaxing each large muscle group, starting with your hands and 
arms, going to the top of your head, and then working down; listen to a relaxation tape; exercise hard; 
take a hot bath or sit in a hot tub; drink hot milk; massage your neck and scalp, your calves and feet. 

Get in a tub filled with very cold or hot water and stay in it until the water is tepid.  Breathe deeply; 

half-smile; change facial expression. 

One thing in the moment 

Focus your entire attention on just what you are doing right now. Keep yourself in the very 
moment you are in; put your mind in the present. Focus your entire attention on physical 

sensations that accompany non-mental tasks (e.g. walking, washing, doing dishes, cleaning, 
fixing).  Be aware of how your body moves during each task.  Do awareness exercises. 

Vacation 

Give yourself a brief vacation. For example, one could get into bed and pull the covers up over your 
head for 20 minutes. Take a walk.  Take an hour breather from hard work that must be done. 

Encouragement 

Cheerlead yourself. Repeat over and over; “I CAN stand it,” “It won’t last forever,” “I will make it out of 

this,” “I’m doing the best I can do.” 
 

Adapted from Lineham M.M., 1993 
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External Resources 
Please find these external resources for further supports during a traumatic event. 

 211 – Is free and confidential service that helps people across North America find local 

resources they need 24 hours a day.  

 

 Crisis Text Line - Text START to 741-741 to talk with a trained volunteer to receive 

emotional support via text. This is solely geared for young people.  

 

 Dialectal Behavior Therapy Self-help - This website has dozens more resources for 

mindfulness and self-care.  

 

 I thought about Quitting Today toolkit - This has tools and assessments for examining 

fatigues and satisfaction for those working in the helping professions.  

 

 Metro Boston Trauma Resource Guide 2015 - This is developed by the Boston Public Health 

Commission and includes links and resources to many important services that are helpful 

after a traumatic event. 

 

 Mindfulness tools for your smartphone - There are many free and useful apps that you can 

download to support you in mindfulness and other forms of self care. This article provides 

some ideas. Some common ones are headspace or calm.com. Tools like moodtracker can 

also be used to track how you are feeling.  

 

 National Suicide Prevention Life Line Ayuda en Espanol - ¿Qué pasa cuando llamo? Cuando 

usted llama al número 1-888-628-9454, su llamada se dirige al centro de ayuda de nuestra 

red disponible más cercano. Tenemos actualmente 150 centros en la red y usted hablará 

probablemente con uno situado en su zona. Cada centro funciona en forma independiente y 

tiene su propio personal calificado. 

 

 Samaritans 24/7 helpline - Call or text 877-870-4673 to receive support from a trained 

volunteer 24 hours a day. Note that this service can be provided via text messaging.  
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