Stephen A. Pulley, D.O., FACOEP, BCETS


September 11, 2002

9-11 Memorial

Norristown, Pennsylvania

We don’t do a good enough job of helping ourselves.  There is a message in that for all of us.  That, I dare say, that all of us don’t do a good enough job in helping ourselves on a daily basis.  

So, the team that I lead is over 30 people that I consider the best of the best because in their primary occupations they are policeman, firefighters, paramedics, EMTs, nurses, psychiatrists, psychologists, and counselors.  People who are on the front lines helping people everyday and then they come together in an organization to provide help to the neediest people when the going, literally, gets rough.

Since September 11th last year, we all watched it on television unfold; some of us watched it live, some of us watched it too many times in repeats.  The studies have shown that we were all traumatized by that event and similar events that in our nation have provided the same traumatization.

The term Critical Incident Stress is synonymous with acute traumatic stress.  Traumatic stress is what happens to you, how your body reacts, both psychologically and physically/physiologically when something bad happens.  It is as simple as that.  It is expected that things will happen.

There is a part of our brain that is very primitive.  I compare it to a, you know, a futuristic science fiction type of show, like Star Trek, where they have spaceships and they have computers that are constantly scanning the cosmos looking for trouble.  All of a sudden one day the read alert signal goes off and the next thing the captain is saying, “What is going on, what is the problem, what is the emergency?”  The same thing happens in us.  We have part of our brain that is constantly scanning both inside and out looking for trouble.  It is a built in defensive mechanism for us.  When it perceives that there might be a problem it pushes the panic button and causes a number of changes to occur in our body.  Then we play catch up and sometimes the catch up is that we say, “Woo, woo, wait a minute this isn’t that bad let’s tone this down”, you know let’s chill out a little bit.  Or, sometimes it is, “Wow, this is worse than I thought it was.”  It was such as September 11th of last year.  The body reacts and the brain remembers.

Last October, I went with part of our team to NY to assist at Ground Zero to provide psychological support to the workers that were there.  The destruction is indescribable and pales in comparison to what you saw on television.  What you saw on television was bad enough but to be there and to have the all senses in play:  sight, sound, smell, taste, and hearing, all in play, plus what I call the sixth sense, just a kind of the intuition, the hair standing on the back of your neck, all in play, is an amazing experience.  And I stood there in witness to great forces in our society and part of that force was evil, great evil. It is unbelievable.  We all know that there was evil present that day, the pure face of evil, which we haven’t seen too much through the course of history, at that level.  But there was also something else which folds back into my talking tonight, which is great goodness and positivity.  

Let me give you my experience.  When we went up there we stopped across the river at Liberty State park and we gazed across the river about 2 or 3 miles to where the World Trade Center towers stood.  Obviously, we weren’t there, but even from that distance we could see the evidence of destruction.  There was a gash in a building and you could see the skeleton wall that had become very famous until they tore it down, that looked like a checkerboard standing up.  You could see that from that distance.

Then we went to our staging area and were instantly overwhelmed by the support and generosity of our fellow man.  There were pictures and letters and cards of support.  There were donations of food and every conceivable personal need that you could imagine.  We stayed in a location that was donated.  We slept on beds that were donated.  We showered with soap that was donated.  The entire thing was overwhelming and that was before we even went into the city.  We then went into the city and everywhere you turned there was support and signs of support for the people that were working at Ground Zero.

That’s what the Critical Incident Stress Management system is about.  It is about support.  We provide basically three things.  We provide education, education about:  “What is stress?”  What happens to you when bad things happen to you on the job or in your own personal lives?  The next thing we provide is knowledge, because if you have incomplete knowledge about an event your brain draws the wrong conclusion.  If you draw the wrong conclusion then you might be reacting to something that you don’t need to react to.  You correct the facts, now you are reacting appropriately.  You might still get a bad reaction but at least you are reacting appropriately to the correct knowledge.  The biggest thing we provide is support.  We let them know that we care.  

I was up there in New York, and I have friend in the audience too, Christine, who was there with me.  I was up there in New York and the big thing we did in the early days of that operation is that we walked the perimeter, we called it walkabout.  Kind of like Crocodile Dundee, right, the walkabout.  We did walkabout everyday, multiple times a day, and we walked about and made contact with as many people, whether they be the police, the fire, the EMS, the construction workers, the disaster support people, the Salvation Army, the Red Cross, and the myriad other services that were up there.  There were chaplaincy services that were up there.  And we just made contact with everybody

We let them know that we weren’t from around here and we came because we care.  Let me tell you that made a big difference in people’s lives when they saw that there were people who came up there specifically to support them.

We are basically social creatures.  We are designed to be social, to interact with other people.  We don’t do well in isolation although a lot of people will isolate themselves consciously or unconsciously.  Within our communities we need to provide support for each other.  And whatever term you use for it, the debriefing is a small component of what we do in Critical Incident Stress Management.

The debriefing is a formal sit down process that is regimented on a standardized basis that we go through to more intensively provide the three things that I said:  education, knowledge and support.  It is not limited to just the emergency services.  It is also important in community and Helen is part of the TRUST team.  I have utilized TRUST in the emergency department on a few occasions.  It is very important because it provides support to people who are in crisis, who are in need.  We are not talking about people that are acting out; we are talking about people who are having normal reactions to events that are beyond their control, that are abnormal.  We are designed to be social.

I had a patient die before she came in the emergency department.  We did our best in the department but essentially she was dead when she arrived.  I had an interaction obviously with the family, which was only the husband, married for 42 years, a long time.  He came back to the emergency department with a question several days later.  Fortunately, it was a quiet Saturday morning, which is highly unusual.  I ended up talking with him for 45 minutes essentially doing grief counseling.  The end result of my interaction with him is that I knew that he wasn’t going to do well with his grief.  The reason was this.  He had no family.  He had a daughter that lived someplace and that he had no relationship with.  

His only family was his wife who had just passed on.  He had no friends.  His wife was his friend.  They had run a business for many years and had no time to develop friendships.  The last part of this, which was very sad, was that he had no relationship with God.  His son had died several years earlier and he had lost his faith because of that.  Basically, this poor gentleman had no support.  It really broke my heart.  I gave him a number of suggestions.

The point is that when people faced the tragedies of September 11th last year, we reset our priorities in this country.  We reset our priorities in that, things that we were not paying attention to.  There were a lot of things in our society and our culture that were not in our best interest.  We were taking moral and ethical liberties.  We were showing deceit and self-deservedness and low regard for our fellow man.  Instantly, on that day, we changed our priorities and we grabbed onto our families, and we grabbed onto our fellow man, the brothers and sisters in the organizations, and we grabbed onto God.  Because that is where the support was.  

The best place for that support is to be there on a daily basis. You know we have to exercise that support so that it is there when we need it.  We just can’t turn around when something bad happens and say, “Ahh, who is going to help me out here?”  You need to go for that support everyday.  That is the reason why my organization, Critical Incident Stress Management, exists.  To support the people, who by virtue of their occupations, are exposed to really bad things on a regular basis and need lots of support and need to know that there are people that care and know what to do about these things when this happens.

So, I will leave you with this thought.  The terrorists want to destroy our way of life.  They want to tear us down.  They don’t like:  our free choice, our liberties, our free will.  They don’t like our democratic way of life.  They don’t know anything about us.  They like anarchy.  The people that are ultimately at the top, of all this hate that is being brewed in the world, want power.  But they want their own kind of power.

If they had left us alone, we probably would have, 500 years from now, 1000 years from now, at some point in the future, our society probably would have self-destructed without their help.  But they handed us a gift.  Not one that I would want to:  repeat, ask for, or ever want to see again.  But in one day they reset the priorities of our nation and made us much stronger.  They made us appreciate the people in our society that give of themselves on regular basis, but of all professions, not of just the emergency services.  Of all professions of people that are in the giving professions in our nation.  They had us grab onto the three things that are the most important:  our families, our friends/neighbors/brothers/sisters, and our God.

So, that is what the Critical Incident Stress Management process is about.  It is about support, knowledge and education.  It translates very easily into society.  I encourage all of you to actively exercise your support groups in all of us.  And I thank you…
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