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Theoretical Basis of the "Tools from the Waves" Program

The "Tools from the Waves" program is specifically tailored for treating acute trauma
among survivors of the October 7th attacks. It operates continuously, serving over 1,600
participants across ten centers throughout Israel.

Trauma is an event that leaves a lasting mark on the body. "People who suffer from
post-traumatic stress get stuck, and their growth stops because they are not able to
integrate new experiences into the flow of their lives" (Van der Kolk, 2014, p. 73).

Therefore, trauma treatment involves reactivating brain structures that were dormant
during the trauma. Recovery can only occur when "the various parts of the brain
become active and fully connected again" (Van der Kolk, 2014, p. 93).

Studies have found that physical activity significantly alleviates symptoms related to
mental difficulties, especially when conducted in natural environments, particularly in
marine spaces (Bennett, Piatt, & Van Puymbroeck, 2017; Barton & Pretty, 2010).

Surfing, in particular, has been found effective in treating trauma and depression as
it includes several essential elements. The activity takes place in a social setting.
Interaction with others during treatment has been shown to reduce symptoms related to
Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)
(Umberson & Montez, 2010), creating an opportunity for joint processing of
experiences, thereby contributing to psychological rehabilitation (Caddick & Smith,
2017).

Another essential element in surfing therapy is mindfulness—the ability to connect to
the present moment. Mindfulness is a critical component in PTSD treatment across
various techniques (CBT, ACT). It requires participants to be in touch with sea
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conditions and moment-to-moment changes, providing relief from intrusive thoughts—a
dominant symptom of PTSD (Caddick et al., 2015).

Based on this theoretical foundation, "Tools from the Waves" operates on multiple
levels to address trauma: physical, mental, and group levels. The program was
developed to reduce the risk of developing PTSD among survivors of the events
of October 7th, incorporating principles aligned with the theoretical analysis
presented above. Engaging with the sea in an open space allows for parallel treatment
of the body and mind, strengthening healing processes and contributing to spontaneous
recovery from trauma.

The program builds resilience through a group process that provides a supportive
environment, enabling the processing of shared experiences while integrating physical
work and group processing. The program includes weekly three-hour sessions for 15
weeks, combining several principles:

Focusing on the present, surfing, supportive discourse, and individual attention enable
participants to immerse themselves in the present experience. This process aids in
regaining control over their bodies and thoughts, which is crucial for managing
intrusive PTSD symptoms. Physical activity plays a central role by combining bursts of
energy with muscle relaxation, facilitating the body's natural healing processes after
stressful situations. Group work is equally vital in the program's therapeutic approach,
fostering validation, recognition, and a sense of partnership among participants and
learning a new skill that challenges cognitive functions, essential for addressing
concentration difficulties associated with PTSD. Moreover, achieving success after
trauma, often marked by feelings of helplessness, fosters a renewed sense of
competence and self-worth.

Field Implementation and Feedback

On October 9th, instructors and therapists from HaGal Sheli (My Wave) arrived at
Kibbutz Shefayim to support the youth of Kibbutz Kfar Aza, who had been affected by
the traumatic events of October 7th. HaGal Sheli (My Wave) regularly assists teenagers
and young adults dealing with complex trauma. Following the October 7th incident, a
specialized acute trauma treatment plan was developed in collaboration with Dr. Tamar
Dagan Cohen. Seven months later, the program continues to serve approximately 1,159
participants across 97 groups, including various kibbutzim, settlements, and reservists
experiencing symptoms of PTSD.
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PCL-5 Questionnaire Analysis

A PCL-5 questionnaire was used to assess participants' experiences and gain a better
understanding of how symptoms related to post-traumatic stress syndrome were
reduced. This questionnaire is based on the updated PCL-5 index, which evaluates
symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder as defined in the DSM-5 by the American
Psychiatric Association.

The questionnaire includes 20 questions divided into three main criteria:
1. Avoidance of reminders of the traumatic event.
2. Intrusive and involuntary thoughts.
3. Changes in self and world beliefs.

A HaGal Sheli (My Wave) questionnaire was administered to 48 participants, aged 9-18,
before and after the program. The purpose of the questionnaire is to check how the
program helped its participants reduce avoidance related to the traumatic event, better
deal with intrusive thoughts, and establish a positive and realistic worldview.

The results of an analysis conducted in collaboration with Dr. Maya Leventer-Roberts, a
pediatrician specializing in epidemiology at Ben Gurion University of the Negev, show
that:

1. 81.5% of the participants reported that their participation in the HaGal Sheli (My
Wave) program reduced their avoidance of events that remind them of the
traumatic event, increased their self-confidence in meeting people, reached new
places, and increased their emotional openness.

2. 75.7% reported that their participation in HaGal Sheli (My Wave) helped them
reduce the frequency of nightmares, intrusive thoughts, and flashbacks.

3. 75.4% testified that the HaGal Sheli (My Wave) program helped them believe in
themselves and their ability to trust others. This positive self-concept helped the
participants overcome the common post-trauma beliefs that "I am guilty and
worthless" and that the world is a dangerous place.

Analysis of the data also shows:

e 92.5% testified that the instructors gave them a sense of security.

o 92.5% testified that the instructors were significant figures for them during this
period.

e 90.5% testified that when they surf, they are focused on what is happening at
that moment.

e 85.0% testified that HaGal Sheli (My Wave) sessions were a significant part of
their recovery period after the traumatic event.

‘
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82.5% testified that after surfing, they feel a good sensation in their body.
80.0% testified that they would like to continue taking part in HaGal Sheli (My
Wave) programs.
77.5% felt part of HaGal Sheli (My Wave).
77.5% testified that when they encounter difficulty during the activity, they feel
comfortable sharing their feelings with the instructors.

e 75.0% testified that the group gave them emotional support.

Qualitative Feedback
At the end, participants were also asked qualitatively, "How did the HaGal Sheli (My
Wave) activity contribute to strengthening your sense of competence and improving
resilience in your life?"

Here are some responses:

"Until | participated in the program, it was challenging to share what | had been through.
In the program, | discovered how capable | am. The sea reflects life in my eyes. Getting
to the sea and entering it under difficult conditions helps me deal with that day. The sea
overwhelms all emotions. It is much more than just learning to surf. Life goes on, and in
the end, we are here to live and not to dwell on death. | hope we return even a little to
our life before October 7.”

A 17-year-old female from the Gaza Envelope

"l saw friends who, until a second ago, were alive fall to the ground lifelessly. We joined
the group, thinking this is it; there are no more postponing dreams because you never
know when our last day will be. The group activity helps us understand that we are not
alone but part of a group of people who can sympathize with what we are going
through. As soon as | entered the water, | felt a lack of control, and my sense of time
disappeared; | just wanted to keep surfing. It's just me, the waves, without all the
overwhelming thoughts. The only thing that goes through my mind in those moments is
what to do if | fall off the wave and how | will get on the next wave. Dealing with the sea
and its unexpected moments teaches me how to manage my mental state, which is also
unpredictable like the sea. In the water, | gain tools to deal with life and develop a new
passion for it."

A 20-year-old male, a survivor of the Nova Festival

"My family is very sad. We lost five, including my brother, who was very close to me, my
uncle, my grandmother, my cousin, and my uncle, who was in the emergency room. | try
to suppress my sadness. | come to surf because | want to avoid feeling sad all the time.
Despite all the sadness, the feeling that | didn't give up on surfing gives me hope that |
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haven't given up on my life. When | don't succeed, | try again and eventually succeed. It
gives me control over my life, showing that not everything falls apart and collapses."
A 12-year-old girl from the Gaza Envelope
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