
 

Coping with the trauma of missing flight
MH370
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A child looks on at Kuala Lumpur International Airport as the wait and search
for the missing Malaysia Airlines MH370 flight continues. Credit:
AAP/Newzulu/Safiyan Salim

It's been ten days since missing Malaysia Airlines flight MH370
disappeared en route from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing. The search is
continuing over a wide area, with Australia now taking the lead over the
Indian Ocean.

But nearly everyone is asking the same two questions:

1. where is the plane?
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http://www.theguardian.com/world/blog/2014/mar/17/mh370-crew-of-missing-plane-investigated-for-more-than-a-week-live-updates


 

2. more importantly, what has happened to the 239 passengers and
crew – children, women and men – that were on it?

From the international search effort and investigation so far there are 
some things known but we may not find out the answer to these two
questions – at least not in the very near future.

So where does this leave the families and friends of all the people on
board? How do they continue to get through each day not knowing what
happened?

Effects of trauma

We know that people experience the impact of trauma when they are
confronted with an event that threatens their own life, or the life of a
loved one.

Some traumatic events happen suddenly (such as the missing flight) and
are totally unexpected in an otherwise normal life.

Other traumatic events can be prolonged and cumulative, in that they can
be a series of events that take place over a period of time (such is the
case in domestic violence).

There is little precedent for this latest event with MH370 missing for so
long, so in considering how people are coping, we must turn to some
literature on what friends and families go through when a loved one is
missing.

The trauma of losing a loved one, or friend, in the unique circumstances
surrounding this flight can bring complex and protracted reactions.
Friends and family are likely to be experiencing a range of emotions,
including shock, despair, anger, frustration and hope.
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http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-03-10/malaysia-airlines-flight-mh370-what-we-know/5309688
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/friends/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/traumatic+events/
https://www.lifeline.org.au/Get-Help/Facts%E2%80%94-Information/Domestic-Abuse%E2%80%94-Family-Violence/Domestic-Abuse-and-Family-Violence
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.0022-2445.2004.00037.x/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.0022-2445.2004.00037.x/full
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/family/


 

Emotionally 'frozen in time'

  
 

  

A relative of missing passenger Firman Chandra Siregar holds a picture of him
as she waits for the news of the missing plane at the family house in Medan,
Indonesia. Credit: EPA/Dedi Sahputra

The traumatic experience of this is likely to be further heightened by
feelings of powerlessness and helplessness and having no control over
the event, and no ability to join in the search for their loved one.

Families and friends are not only dealing with the trauma of their loved
one not being with them, but also the trauma of the unknown – their
whereabouts, or what has happened to them.

Given the uncertainty of what exactly has happened to the flight, many
family and friends are likely to be feeling some hope that they will see
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/traumatic+experience/


 

their loved one again. This has happened in some previous air crash
disasters such as the 14 who survived for more than two months after
their plane crashed in the Argentine Andes in October 1972.

Without closure, some people will hold on to this hope for years to
come.

But it is the nature of an ambiguous loss such as this, the feelings of not
knowing what happened and holding hope, that can keep families frozen
in time, unable to move forward and grieve.

At the moment those families are only able to consider what happened
yesterday, what is happening right now and what may happen tomorrow.
Further planning without their loved one is likely to seem
incomprehensible.

The commonalities of the experience of grief crosses countries and
cultures. Individual cultures may have different supports, rituals and
ways of dealing with grief, but the enduring feelings of loss will be
present for all.

Widespread search, global media coverage

The disappearance of the flight has generated masses of media coverage
with some information known and released by the airline – and much
speculation on what could have happened.

Many people will be checking the media each day to find out the latest
developments in the search for this plane. For those with friends and
families on board, it will be difficult for them to focus on anything other
than the disappearance and the ongoing investigation.

And with so much global media coverage, it will seem impossible for
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http://news.bbc.co.uk/onthisday/hi/dates/stories/december/22/newsid_3717000/3717502.stm
http://aviation-safety.net/database/record.php?id=19721013-0
http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2014/03/17/woman-waits-plane-disappeared-five-decades-ago/6519599/
http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2014/03/15/the-flight-370-paradox-how-do-you-mourn-a-missing-person.html
http://www.news.com.au/travel/travel-updates/six-questions-about-missing-malaysia-airlines-flight-mh370-you-may-be-too-embarrassed-to-ask/story-fnizu68q-1226858110929
http://www.malaysiaairlines.com/my/en/site/dark-site.html


 

them to engage in the other activities that often protect people from the
full impact of trauma, including:

returning to the normal routines and rhythms of life
seeking support and talking about the strong emotions connected
to the trauma
and starting to think about rebuilding their lives.

Community effects 

Beyond the immediate family and friends of those missing, the
disappearance of flight MH370 affects us all in some way.

It has been well documented that watching, or being engaged with, a
significant amount of media coverage of traumatic events can bring
about distress and anxiety in those who are not otherwise connected to
the event.

This can be particularly true for people who have experienced other
traumatic events themselves, those with mental health difficulties and in 
children and young people.
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http://dartcenter.org/content/trauma-coverage-impact-on-public#.UyefHf1e5k0
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/media+coverage/
http://tgn.anu.edu.au/sites/default/files/Disasters%2C%20the%20media%20and%20your%20child.pdf


 

  

An emotional time for family members of the those lost on board missing flight
MH370. Credit: EPA/Ahmad Yusni

Repeated exposure to the traumatic event, as well as exposure to the
traumatic reactions of those directly affected, can trigger an
overwhelming feeling that the world is not a safe place, one that we may
have little control over. This can bring about intense feelings of anxiety
that may penetrate our day to day life at home and at work.

For people who have lost someone close to them, the public exposure of
grief around this issue may trigger a resurfacing of their own feelings of
grief and loss.

For those already vulnerable to feelings of anxiety, there is an increased
chance that they will start to sense danger in their own environment. It is
essential that these people turn to friends, families and other supports to
seek help.
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https://medicalxpress.com/tags/feelings/
http://www.lifeline.org.au


 

Even for the many of us who are not affected by this event, it is likely to
have allowed a niggling doubt in the back of our minds about the safety
of the next flight we board.

This story is published courtesy of The Conversation (under Creative
Commons-Attribution/No derivatives).
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