Finding your ‘new normal’
Approaching the fourth anniversary of Black Saturday
As we approach the fourth anniversary of Black
Saturday, some may expect things should be
back to normal. People may think that you’ve got
over the experience, as its aftermath fades from
news headlines and media reports. In this article
I’ll be looking at how we establish normal routines
after an emergency so we can try to understand
what to expect in the fourth year of recovery. This
is important for everyone, so that we can continue
to support each other through difficult times. It
takes years to build a new life after tragedy, loss
and disruption. Recovery is reached when those
affected by disaster find their ‘new normal’.

What is ‘normal’?
‘Normal’ is what is expected, taken for granted,
routine. Routines are regular daily activities,
expressing life’s values and goals – living in a
home, meals together, sport, social activities, time
together, and so on. Normal routines give
everyone a place, a role and confidence in the
future. They are not thought about; they just
happen. Repeating routines and keeping these
arrangements going is the glue holding daily life
together.
Disaster replaces normal routines with survival
activity. Nothing is routine for anyone in affected
communities, or whose lives are impacted by
disaster. Disruption is also an emergency impact
(alongside trauma and loss) because it means a
loss of life structures, values, goals and meaning
– all of which are expressed in our routines.

What is the ‘new normal’?
Towards the end of the fourth year, at least for
some, the pressure eases. They can start to ask,
‘what is the new normal?’ It’s a time to consider
what was important before the fire; whether goals

and meanings have changed. Everyone who has
gone through this event is changed, but how?
Year’s end is a chance to think what has changed
– how life can express what is important now, and
do what there was no time for in the last four
years, such as being together, being in the
garden, pursuing hobbies or pastimes, and being
in the community. Are different activities important
now, and has new awareness grown out of the
difficulties?
Life is shaped by competing demands; everyone
wants something, and there are always things to
be done. Each person has to look out for what
they need to make life meaningful, and make a
stand against constant demands so they can do
what is important to them. It can then be repeated,
become routine and support what is valuable.
Perhaps changes lead to new forms of
satisfaction, or recovering neglected former ones.
With new routines, life becomes more secure.
There is time to breathe, stop juggling, mull things
over, get things into perspective, put things in
context with the rest of life, check back on pre-fire
goals and see if they are still relevant. Mulling
over helps piece things together, and gives the
feeling of living life instead of trying to keep up
with it.
Recapturing the ability to reflect is the basis for
peace and satisfaction. But while important
aspects of it can be done alone, much has been
neglected in relationships of all sorts, and talking
things over with others in a mood of reflection
supports the mulling and brings people on to
common ground.
There is time to question what seemed important,
whether decisions were right, and what could
have been done but wasn’t. In stress mode, things
are done on auto-pilot, driven by demands, with

little opportunity to remember old goals and no
time to pick up the old life. More time allows for
feelings pushed aside to return; the sadness of
losses may come up again. Those less physically
impacted also carry traumatic reactions and
strong feelings about disrupted life and changed
environments.
It may be hard as demands subside. Reactions
occur from confusion, loss of direction, difficulty
getting on with things, despondency, detachment
and irritation – just when it should feel better.
Problems from before the fire reappear.
Relationships feel the backlog of neglect and
issues set aside during recovery. Children and
teenagers who have grown into new stages of
development may demand attention, be unable to
move to the next phase of growing up, or express
their frustrations now that their home is more
secure.

Interrupting the stress loop
It is difficult coming out of stress mode after so
long. Stopping may feel worse instead of better; it
may be easier to stay stressed and take on a new
project. Tiredness may also be worse after resting
– feeling how deep it goes. When there is time for
postponed things, enthusiasm is gone. This is
stress withdrawal. Going back into stress to avoid
the ‘down’ is no answer. To maintain activity
through recovery has meant over-riding feedback
messages from the body, mind and spirit to slow
down.
To make a ‘new normal’, the stress loop (‘keep
going no matter what’) has to be interrupted, and
healthy feedback re-established. This can only be
done gradually, like a diver coming up slowly from
the deep to avoid the bends. Stress bends may be
health problems, restlessness, irritability, low
mood, fearfulness, loss of meaning or direction,
lack of energy, detachment, uncertainty, lack of
feeling and having nothing to give in relationships.
Ongoing stress forces all the body’s cells to hand
over their reserves of energy to cells that need
them: brain and brawn. Normally, cells have two
modes: the first is growth and repair, where the
cells exchange with the environment, give out
what is not needed, and take in what is. The
second mode is protection and coping, where the
cells close down, seal their boundaries, not letting

anything in or out, and putting energy into
preventing injury. Stress puts cells into protection
mode. Body, mind, emotions, spiritual self,
relationships, families, and communities all close
up and become protective, then neglect growth,
maintenance or repairs. Everything is bypassed
for coping.

Moving into your ‘new normal’
As the ‘new normal’ develops and routines are
restored, cells, minds, emotions, relationships and
communities open up to neglected growth and
repair. This backlog shows up in the body as
‘cellular fatigue’. This is not normal tiredness of
hard working muscles; rather, it is a deep loss of
energy, drained out of body, mind and social-self
to feed stress activity. It is not fixed up by a ‘good
rest’, but only gradually by accumulating energy
through changes in your lifestyle, listening to what
is needed, and following through.
Normal life and responsibilities go on, but it is
possible to change things here and there to ease
pressure and move into growth/repair mode. Be
patient and allow for the ‘down’ that inevitably
follows the stress ‘high’, and use it to recover.
People may need to find each other in neglected
relationships again; perhaps they will be different
people and will need to rebuild a new intimacy. It
may take time to reconnect with children and
catch up on important things that were missed.
Spending informal time with other family or friends
helps to re-form relationships to be more
satisfying, enjoyable and express what is new in
life – instead of just keeping on getting things
done. Participating in community events just for
the satisfaction of it, without recovery issues,
gives a sense of belonging. Such activities look
towards a future that takes shape slowly, but is a
‘new normal’.
Life has its own time for growth and repair: if we
give ourselves what we need, we will create a
‘new normal’, but we must allow our bodies, minds
and each other to tell us what we need. When we
have made up the lost energy, we will feel
enthusiastic about our ‘new normal’.
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Tips to help you look after yourself
1. Be patient with each other and yourself while you go through ‘the bends’. See it as a healthy part of
body and mind, adjusting out of stress and setting a new normal.
2. Try not to judge things or make important decisions in the low. It will pass. Wait until it’s possible to
see things in perspective before deciding.
3. Don’t be tempted to swap one stress for another; don’t fall for the feeling that a new challenge may
avoid the down feeling. It will eventually catch up with you anyway, although in some other way.
4. Build routines to express what is important; as they are repeated week by week they become
automatic and support you. But they take energy to establish.
5. Take stock of what you have learned and how you have changed: what leads to growth, what is
painful and reduces life.
6. Remember what was important before the fire, where you were going, what your plans were, even if
they weren’t spelled out. That will help show what you still have, and how you have changed.
7. Some reflecting can be done alone, but talk things over with others who are interested; various
opportunities are needed, such as intimate family, friends, neighbours, others similarly affected, and
long-term associates. Each one is likely to offer different reflections.
8. Think how you would like life to be in the future, even if you don’t know how to get there. You won’t
get there if you don’t know where you want to go.
9. Give attention to what was neglected: recreation, relationships, family, leisure, communication, and
private time. If things are tense, just do something small in the right direction, then build on it.
10. Have health checks; take care of ailments and health problems that you may have neglected.
11. Look for opportunities to talk, write, share, tell stories, compare how others are doing, and make
sure you are part of a larger community. We need intimate loved ones, friends and a community to
belong to.
12. Think about positive ideas and plans, even if they can’t be realised yet. Balance the things you can’t
change with those that you can do something about.
13. Try to focus on what you can influence, and not let your peace of mind depend on what others do.
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