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In this issue, you will fi nd 
news reports of the World 
Economic Forum’s (WEF) 

Global Risks Report 2018 
and the 2018 Allianz Risk 
Barometer, which survey 
experts and businesses on 
what risks concern them most. Both reports 
note the usual suspects – extreme weather 
events, natural disasters, cyber attacks, 
data fraud and terrorism among others.

Landscapes inevitably change over 
time. Risk topography is no different, 
with new concerns such as illicit trade, 
large-scale involuntary migration, new 
technologies, food crises and disease 
fi nding their way into these reports. 

Old foes and new… But regular readers of 
CRJ will already be familiar with these threats.

Very rarely do we get frustrated on CRJ, 
but a perennial (if, thankfully, relatively rare) 
irritation is meeting somebody who simply 
cannot conceptualise why events and factors 
outside their immediate area of expertise have 
a direct and material relevance to their work in 
resilience, preparedness, response or security. 

Events inevitably demonstrate how 
deluded this myopic attitude can be. 

Years ago, when researching for the 
launch of this publication, I got in touch 
with a number of contacts in this sphere 
to research the effects climate change 
might have on their roles. Every single 
person replied that they envisaged no 
impact at all. How times have changed.

Opioid addiction; trauma and mental 
health (whether in the workplace or between 
generations of societies enduring poverty 
or conflict); the malevolence of online 
predators encouraging vulnerable youngsters 
to self-harm or to hurt others; fakery, fraud, 
propaganda and misleading news; the shifting 
acceptable window of political views and 
how these are being shaped by manipulation 
– these are all topics in this issue. And they 
are often entangled with one another; it can 
be a matter of making connections between 
seemingly disparate phenomena or events, 
and extrapolating potential consequences 
and impacts to get a truly global vision 
of what could lie over the horizon.  

Understanding these linkages and their 
possible consequences on your business, 
community or service is imperative. Failure 
to do so not only implies a lack of vision 
and planning, but also demonstrates a 
deep failure to understand and appreciate 
the intricate, dark kaleidoscope of today’s 
ever-evolving threats and risks. 

Emily Hough
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O n July 22, 2011 Norway was hit by a terrorist 
attack in which 77 people were killed – nine 
in a bomb explosion in Oslo’s city centre, 

and 69 youths shot dead at a political camp on the island 
of Utøya outside Oslo. As part of multiple follow-up 
activities, the Norwegian Ombudsman for Children 
established an expert group with eight adolescents who 
survived the island attack. Supported by the Ombudsman 
and a representative for RVTS East (Regional Centre 
on Violence, Trauma and Suicide prevention), they met 
every month from November 2011 until June 2012. � e 
young people’s experiences were systematised in a report. 

As survivors of a terrorist attack, in addition to 
being relatives of two of the executed youngsters, these 
young people had extensive expertise on what assistance 
children and young people who have experienced a 
disaster require. � e report’s purpose at that time was to 
provide advice and recommendations on how di� erent 

Short and long-term 
perspectives on surviving 
a terrorist attack

Nils Petter Reinholdt presents work 
with a group of survivors in the immediate 
aftermath of the Utøya attack, which was 
reconvened several years afterwards. How 
did long-term follow up work? In what 
way did their experiences aff ect their lives 
today? What experiences can they share?
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actors (health, school and others) could best assist 
children and families who had experienced a disaster.

� e youths described both positive and negative 
experiences with support services. Most survivors were 
o� ered counselling from a psychologist or the local 
crisis response team when they got home and this was 
perceived as supportive. � ose who took part in individual 
and group counselling with other survivors were highly 
satis� ed. � e youths were also concerned by the fact 
that parents and siblings needed support and follow-up. 
Many families showed a temporary reduction in parental 
capacity after the trauma, with one member of the expert 
group saying: “We experienced the terror at � rst hand, 
but our parents and siblings were exposed to a trauma as 
well; something that a� ected the ones they love most of 
all. If psychologists or schools are not providing follow-up 
for the family, the parents have a much harder time.”

� e expert group’s advice to the 
support services is as follows:

 � It is crucial that support and follow-up is 
established early on after the incident;

 � If the a� ected individual or family initially declines 
an o� er for help, it is important to repeat the 
o� er at regularly basis later in the process;

 � Individual follow-up, in combination with 
group therapy, is helpful for many; and

 � Support personnel should warn the a� ected individuals 
that di�  culties with friends could occur.

In December 2016, � ve-and-a-half years after the 
terrorist attack, we gathered the group together once 
again. We wanted to consider the long-time e� ects of 
trauma and systematise their experiences in a new report. 
How did the long-term follow up work? In what way 
did their experiences a� ect their lives today? And what 
experiences can they share that are useful to society and 
to those who are going to endure the next disaster?

When we reconvened the youngsters, it was natural to 
follow up on many of the topics that the � rst report focussed 
upon. By organising it 
this way, we could observe 
developments over time. It 
was interesting to see how 
some themes had become 
less relevant, while other 
topics, such as the support of 
the youth and the families, 
were as relevant today as they had been � ve years ago. In 
addition, some feelings and experiences had grown over time.

What follows is a summary of the � ndings 
six years after the terrorist attack.

 � Consequences on personality: � e young people all 
agreed that the terrorist act had been signi� cant in their 
shaping process. Some felt they became more introverted 
than before; this occurred quite soon after the experience 
and never went away. At the same time, others believed 
they had become more outspoken. � is shows that personal 
changes are individual and that it can be di�  cult to know 
what is caused by the traumatic experiences, and what 
is related to other actions in life. One of the youngsters 
commented: “I feel I matured quickly. A dramatic event 
that throws you up in the air and when you land, you 
have gone through an extreme maturation process that 
your friends have not experienced. I was in another place 
in life. Maybe, therefore, I became more introverted.”

 � To turn something negative into positive: A 
consequence of the events these youths experienced is that 
they do not want to waste life on “nonsense,” as one put it. In 
addition, they want to do something that is good for others 
and for society. One of the group members spoke about 
giving something back to society, which looked after her very 
well after the terrorist attack: “I really want to work for this 
to not happen again. � e trivial things are not important 
anymore. I would rather spend time on the big issues.”

Empathy & strong reactions
� e fact that the youths react very strongly when they 
hear about terrorist attacks today is because they relate 
to the experiences at Utøya. One girl in the group also 
has strong reactions when she sees people � eeing their 
homes, as has occurred during the refugee crisis: “When 
I watch TV from Syria, I feel their fear so deeply, and 
they have no one to come home to. When I returned from 
the island alive, the entire nation stood ready to help.”

 � Trauma reactions: Several of those in the group 
struggled with di� erent post-traumatic reactions. One has 
memory problems and cannot remember from one day 
to another. Others are more sensitive and struggle when 
it comes to personal relations, especially when it comes 
to new relationships. All the youngsters are studying, but 
some still struggle with concentration, which a� ects their 
progression. � is means that they cannot access further 
student loans and might run into � nancial problems. A 
common issue was also a tendency among the youngsters to 
be rather strict on their own behalf, putting great demands 
upon themselves. As one says, it is: “Pretty amazing how 
strict you are against yourself. If I had not made such 
great demands of myself, I would have felt a lot better. “

 � Feeling angry: � e � rst report published in 2012 revealed 
that it was di�  cult for the youths suppress their own 
aggression, as this was in big contrast to the wider society’s 
response to these acts of terror, which were more focussed 
on love and tolerance, not hatred. � is has been a problem 

for other survivors from 
Utøya and at gatherings 
for survivors, several say 
they still struggle with this. 
In retrospect, the wider 
community response could 
have contributed to many of 
the young people suppressing 

their own anger and rage. To feel hatred and anger after 
being exposed to extreme evil is a natural feeling that needs 
to be expressed, especially for those directly a� ected.

 � Contact person and continuity of care: Several of the 
youngsters call for guidance as to what kind of help they are 
entitled to, and where they can turn to get it. � e contact 
person from the municipality was supposed to cover parts of 
this assignment. Based on what we now know, it would have 
been advisable to take a more long-term perspective on the 
follow-up, de� ning what tasks could be associated with such 
a function. As stated in the report, no advanced therapeutic 
interventions or measures were sought. It is possible to assist 
a whole family with guidance on how a crisis can a� ect 
the individual family members and the dynamics between 
them. Many of those involved would have bene� tted from 
advice and guidance related to school and job functions.

 � Family perspective: Individual family members can 
be at various stages in the recovery process after the Yulia Ryabokan | 123rf
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event and thus have di� erent needs. Parents need time 
and space to process their own emotions to support their 
children e� ectively in managing theirs. Adults supporting 
children and adolescents require knowledge about normal 
crisis reactions, and techniques to calm themselves, so 
they can support their children. Said one parent: “Losing 
her has almost destroyed our family. We have struggled 
with anger, post-traumatic stress and social isolation”.

It can be challenging to watch and support children’s 
needs, for parents struggling with their own emotions. 
One of the important learning points when evaluating the 
psychosocial follow-up after the terrorist events was that 
not enough attention was paid to the family perspective. 

 � Grief among bereaved friends: � is has not been 
extensively studied or su�  ciently prioritised in the 
follow-up after traumatic deaths. � e Centre for Crisis 
Psychology in Norway performed in-depth interviews of 
young adults who lost a close friend in the 2011 terror 
attacks. It found that friends felt left out of the circle of 
bereaved; their grief was overlooked and many did not 
receive the support they required. � e study showed that 
68 per cent of close friends needed help from the public 
health system, but only half of them actually received 
support. Many friends felt they were not recognised as 
being bereaved and they had to seek help on their own 
initiative. Of those who were o� ered assistance, several felt 
their grief was not understood or taken seriously enough.

� e group facilitators also have a number of re� ections, 
as these youngsters have been our advisors through their 
violent experiences during and after a terrorist act. It is 
easy to see that the advice they give is important to us 
as a society. � ey make us better equipped to adapt our 
actions and our systems to violent actions. � e advice 
provided by these young people � rst in 2012, and then 
in 2017, coincides largely with what research evaluating 
psychosocial care after Utøya shows. It is important to listen 
to those directly a� ected by disasters as their contribution 
is crucial in planning measures for future crises, in addition 
to what we learn through research and evaluations. 

All of the young people found the group work important 
to them. � ey described how the event and subsequent 
varied follow-up became more manageable when they could 
discuss these openly. � e concept of empowerment deals 

with how the individual empowers him/herself by de� ning 
his or her challenges and actively seeking solutions. � ey 
� nd explanations together and discuss how to tackle future 
challenges, both individually and as members of society.

Learning resilience
Resilience is the process of adapting well in the face of 
traumatic events, in other words, the ability to ‘bounce 
back’ from di�  cult experiences. Research has shown 
that people commonly demonstrate resilience after 
experiencing terror attacks and adversity. � is is ordinary, 
not extraordinary. Resilience is not a trait that people either 
have or do not have. It involves behaviours, thoughts and 
actions that can be learnt by, and developed in, anyone.

A combination of factors contributes to resilience. 
Many studies show that the primary factor is 
having caring and supportive relationships within 
and outside the family. Several additional factors 
are associated with resilience, including:

 � � e capacity to make realistic plans and 
take steps to carry them out;

 � A positive view of oneself and con� dence 
in one’s strengths and abilities;

 � Skills in communication and problem solving; and
 � � e capacity to manage strong feelings and impulses.
American professor in clinical psychology, George 

Bonanno, is a pioneering researcher in the � eld of 
bereavement and trauma. His theory of resilience is 
based on humans possessing the same fundamental 
stress-response system developed over the years, which 
we share with other animals. Most people are good 
at using that system to deal with stress. Still, there 
are huge variations from individual to individual.  

One of the central elements of resilience, Bonanno 
found, is that of perception: Do you conceptualise 
an event as traumatic, or as an opportunity to learn 
and grow? He says: “Events are not traumatic until we 
experience them as traumatic,” and has de� ned the term 
– potentially traumatic event (PTE) – which he argues is 
more accurate. Every frightening event, no matter how 
negative it might seem from the sidelines, has the potential 
to be traumatic – or not – to the person experiencing it.

To quote one of the young people: “A crisis or disaster 
is always personal. My experience is that it is possible to 
live a good life after such events. You must have good 
people around you, and you must accept that the crisis 
has occurred. When I realised that, the latter is not the 
same as accepting, or attempting to forget, it became 
possible to move on. Acceptance is for me to accept the 
feelings of sorrow, missing someone you loved, fear and 
anger, without thinking of it as something negative or 
weakness. It is actually completely necessary and natural. 
It is about living with these experiences, for good and 
for bad. Sometimes it is di�  cult. Other times, I have 
experienced that my experiences may help others.

“� ere are many tips on how to best live in the aftermath 
of an experienced crisis. In summary, I have learned that 
this is the most important: Stay together with others, try 
to accept help you are o� ered, prioritise to get enough 
food and sleep, stay somewhere you have previously felt 
safe, be honest, do not be too strict with yourself. I found 
this ground-breaking to be able to take back the control, 
the safety and safety in my life. Everything else comes 
afterwards.” 

The Centre for Crisis Psychology 
worked with groups of survivors 
immediately after the attacks, 
then followed up on the 
group several years later

RVTS East
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The memorial to those who 
lost their lives on Utoya island

Robert Maldeno | CC Flickr
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