
HAVE YOU 
WITNESSED 
AN IMPAIRED 
DRIVING 
CRASH?

THERE ARE FEW, if any, services designed for people who 
witness a traumatic event like an impaired driving crash. 
MADD Canada is here to support anyone impacted by 
impaired driving and we may be able to provide information 
about the justice system, validate your feelings and help you 
identify resources in your community. Resources vary from 
community to community but here are some places to start:

• Local/provincial distress lines;

• Community counselling services;

• Victim services (most victim services are focused on the 
  direct victims of the crash and/or their families but there 
  may be court support available and they may be able to 
  help you identify other community resources);

• Family doctor;

• Employee Assistance Plan (if available).

MADD CANADA’S MISSION IS TO STOP IMPAIRED 
DRIVING AND TO SUPPORT VICTIMS OF THIS 
VIOLENT CRIME. WE UNDERSTAND WHAT 
VICTIMS/SURVIVORS ARE GOING THROUGH. 
EVERY YEAR, WE OFFER SERVICES TO 
THOUSANDS OF VICTIMS/SURVIVORS OF 
IMPAIRED DRIVING AND RESOURCES ARE FREE. 

WHO IS MADD CANADA? 
MADD Canada is a national, grassroots, charitable 
organization with Chapters and Community Leaders across 
the country. MADD Canada Chapters and Community 
Leader groups are run by volunteers from across the 
country and include not only mothers, but fathers, friends, 
business professionals, experts in the anti-impaired 
driving field, concerned citizens and young people 
who want to make a difference in the fight against 
impaired driving. 
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IT IS NOT POSSIBLE to list everything that may help you 
with the trauma, and we all have different methods of 
coping. Some methods are healthier than others. This 
is a list of some positive things you can do when trying 
to cope:

• Do not minimize or ignore feelings; 

• Ask for help if you need it;

• Talk to someone about how you are feeling;

• Eat well/healthy;

• Do not isolate yourself or cut yourself off from family    
  and friends;

• Get lots of rest;

• Do not self-medicate with drugs or alcohol;

• Be active; exercise; take a walk;

• Do something you enjoy, like working in the garden, 
  reading a book or going to a movie;

• Consider keeping a journal where you can record your 
  thoughts and feelings.

If things get worse or the feelings are disrupting your 
daily life, you should consider seeking professional help. 
It may help to know that these feelings and emotions are 
normal reactions to an abnormal event.

HOW SHOULD SOMEONE 
DEAL WITH TRAUMA?

WHERE TO GO 
FOR HELP?

MADD Canada thanks the Department of Justice Canada for their 
financial contribution to this brochure as a result of a 2018 National 
Victims and Survivors of Crime Awareness Week grant. 
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YOU ARE NOT ALONE…



ON AVERAGE, FOUR PEOPLE ARE KILLED EVERY DAY IN 
CANADA where drugs and/or alcohol are present. Tens of 
thousands more Canadians are injured every year. In 
addition to the pain and suffering of those who are injured 
and the loss and heartache of those who have lost loved 
ones, thousands of Canadians witness these crashes every 
year and many carry their own trauma. First responders 
are often first on the scene and see the impact of many 
crashes over their careers. If you have witnessed a crash, 
you may feel like you are all alone. If you reach out for help, 
you may not be able to find it as there are few services 
available for witnesses.

The impact of witnessing a crash can be traumatizing. 
You may be the first on the scene and try to administer aid. 
You may have to testify to what you saw in court. You may 
have emotional reactions but feel reluctant to ask for help 
because you feel like you do not deserve it; after all, 
you were not the person who was injured or killed. 

• Have survivor guilt; you may think that if you had left the 
  house a few minutes earlier, it could have been you, or if you 
  had not let the car in front of you into your lane, it would 
  have been your car that was hit; you may ask why you were 
  spared when someone was killed or injured;

• Play or relive the crash in your mind over and over again; 

• Be haunted by gruesome images of the crash, the injuries, 
  etc. These images may come in the form of nightmares, 
  when you hear tires squealing or when you get into a car;

• Feel vulnerable, seeing how a crash can occur so quickly 
  and happen without warning;

• Be fearful driving a car or even being in a car;

• Feel guilty about not being able to do more to help 
  the victim;

• Experience problems sleeping, concentrating or 
  focusing on work;

• Be more emotional or quick tempered than normal; 

• Have a desire to reach out to the family or the injured 
  person to express how sorry you were and let them know 
  their loved one was not alone (if that is the case); 

• Be concerned about having to testify in court. The court 
  process is intimidating and may take months, if not years. 
  You may have problems dealing with the trauma while the 
  court process continues to proceed at a slow process.

In some cases, you may experience symptoms of depression 
and/or PTSD. Most people will not, but it is important that 
you do not ignore your feelings or deny them. Admitting that 
your feelings are real and asking for help may alleviate more 
serious problems later on.
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“I was criticized for expressing any feelings of loss, 
guilt, etc. as it was said that I was taking away from the 
family’s grief and shouldn’t be so selfish. I was grasping 
at straws to find ways to cope with my feelings…I had 
no one to reach out to and I was scared that if I did, 
I would be criticized further. There was so much guilt 
and even to this day, I have guilty feelings about what 
happened and the fact that we did not stop it… You see, 
on that day we saw a preventable death. We saw a man’s 
life taken right before our eyes. We watched from afar 
as a family was ripped apart…If I would have thought 
about MADD Canada back then, I know I would have 
reached out.”  TRINA COCKLE, SASKATCHEWAN

WHAT IS THE IMPACT OF 
WITNESSING A CRASH?

IF YOU HAVE WITNESSED 
AN IMPAIRED DRIVING CRASH, 
YOU MAY:

WHEN WE READ ABOUT AN IMPAIRED DRIVING CRASH or 
hear about one on the news, few of us think about those who 
witnessed a crash, who might have rushed to offer aid and 
who might be living with the trauma of those experiences. 
Society tends to minimize the impact of witnessing a serious 
impaired driving crash, and those who witness those crashes 
may try to ignore the impact. You may feel guilty about these 
emotions and reluctant to tell anyone or reach out for help. 
But your trauma is real and may be very serious. You may be 
experiencing secondary or vicarious trauma. In some cases, 
people may have to seek professional help. 

“Witnessing a traumatic event but 
not directly experiencing it can be 
psychologically quite damaging…
While effects of direct trauma are 
evident, consequences of indirect 
or secondary trauma are often 
ignored. Also unclear is the 
role of social support in the 
consequences of these 
experiences.” 1

1 Patki, G., Solanki, N., & Salim, S. (2014). Witnessing traumatic events causes severe 
behavioral impairments in rats. The International Journal of Neuropsychopharmacology /
Official Scientific Journal of the Collegium Internationale Neuropsychopharmacologicum 
(CINP), 17(12), 2017–2029. http://doi.org/10.1017/S1461145714000923


