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At 7 a.m. Tuesday morning, 9/11/2001, I 
was sitting in our dining room in Boulder, 
Colorado eating breakfast. My wife, Sue, 

was upstairs getting ready for work. Suddenly, 
she came downstairs, turned on the TV, and called 
me into the family room. Sue had heard on NPR 
that there had just been an explosion near the top 
of the North Tower of the World Trade Center. As 
we watched the initial coverage, we witnessed live 
video of a jetliner crashing into the South Tower. It 
almost immediately became clear that both explo-
sions had been caused by planes flying into the tow-
ers, and that it must have been intentional.

A Father’s and Mother’s Fears – The Personal 
Side of 9/11

Instantly, Sue and I became alarmed on a very 
personal level. Our daughter, Danna, was a United 
Airlines flight attendant based in New York City. We 
had no idea if she was flying that morning or at home. 
Neither she nor we had cell phones back then, and 
when we called her home, we got no answer. 

Glued to the unfolding live coverage, I remained 
at home close to our phone. Sue went to work, where 
she found everyone also gathered around TVs. Finally, 
2-3 long hours after our initial call to her, Danna 
called to say she was safe but shaken.

She had returned home from a flight late the night 
before, slept in a little, and gone to the grocery store. 
When she got home, her phone was ringing. Close 
friend and fellow flight attendant, John Raulli was 
on the line. He said there had been a crash, and he 
thought it might be UA175, which both Danna and 
John had worked many times.

He didn’t have access to a computer, so he asked 
her to log in to the United employee intranet to see 
who the crew was that morning. They knew most 
of them well; in fact, two of them had just become 
engaged the week before. As Danna was looking at 

the screen, it went black. United had cut all intranet 
access systemwide. That’s when she called us.

Return to Work – A Changed Environment
Danna returned to work on 9/22. Her first flight 

after returning was from JFK to LAX; it had virtually 
no passengers. 

Over time, people did gradually return to flying, 
but the experience had changed for both passengers 
and airline workers. Passengers, of course, began 
experiencing significantly more scrutiny and secu-
rity checks. Access to airport gates was limited, 
as were items that could be carried aboard or in 
checked luggage.

Public and self-perception of flight attendants 
changed dramatically. No more were they simply serv-
ers in the sky; they saw themselves – and passengers 
saw them – as safety professionals and first responders 
in emergencies. They felt more supported and knew 
that they could count on passenger help if needed.

At the same time, they felt more vulnerable. Most 
became more vigilant, more aware of their surround-
ings, both on the plane and in other public settings. 
Some felt, as Danna described it, that “the magic 
was gone.” 

Taken together, the higher-stakes environment 
created by greater awareness of both their safety 
responsibilities and their vulnerability increased 

| By John Maynard, PhD

“While they performed admirably 
when they needed to, they paid a 

price in terms of their own secondary 
trauma. Thirty percent of them left 

their peer positions after 9/11.”
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flight attendant turnover for a time. But it also set the 
stage for a greater recognition of the value of mutual 
support and cooperation in times of crisis.

As EAP Director for the Association of Flight 
Attendants-CWA since 1999, Heather Healy relied 
heavily on this mutual support and cooperation as she 
mobilized EAP services in the wake of 9/11. The AFA 
EAP operates primarily through a system of about 
250 trained peer EAP representatives, who together 
provide assessment, referral, and critical incident 
response services to 50,000 AFA members and their 
families at 20 airlines in five countries. 

When all domestic and international flights were 
shut down on 9/11, many AFA members were stranded 
away from home in both the US and overseas. Peer 
support for members and their families was crucial, as 
was mutual support among AFA’s counterpart organi-
zations in other countries.

When AFA EAP was unable to provide needed sup-
port to members stranded in other countries, peer pro-
grams in those countries provided in-person assistance; 
similarly, AFA EAP supported flight attendants from 
other countries when they were grounded in the US. 

Within the US, the AFA’s own peer support network 
was supplemented by additional support from the 
entire EAPA community, especially in the Washington 
DC area. SAMHSA stepped forward to provide grants 

for educating flight attendants about trauma, develop-
ing, and distributing supportive literature to every AFA 
member, and studying the impact of 9/11 on overall 
flight attendant well-being. 

Even with all this inter-organizational cooperation, 
of course, the bulk of the responsibility to support 
affected flight attendants and their families fell to the 
AFA EAP’s own peer counselors. While they performed 
admirably when they needed to, they paid a price in 
terms of their own secondary trauma. Thirty percent of 
them left their peer positions after 9/11. Even today, the 
need for additional support for those on the front lines 
of helping others remains under-appreciated. 

A Front-Line Experience – Helping the FBI  
Help Others

Once I knew that Danna was safe, and we all began 
to recognize the scope of the terrible toll on life and our 
collective sense of personal safety, I, like many others 
wondered how I could contribute. Through the EAPA 
network, I learned that Peter Schweitzer, who was 
then providing assistance to the Port Authority of New 
York and New Jersey police department, was recruiting 
volunteers to assist other front-line responder organiza-
tions. I contacted Peter and asked how I could help.

I had been trained in the Critical Incident Stress 
Debriefing (CISD) process, which was, at that time, 

still the state-of-the-art trauma 
response. In addition, I had real-
world experience, starting in the 
Army during the Vietnam War, 
where one of my “additional 
duties” as a young Lieutenant here 
in the States was acting as the 
Survivor Assistance Officer for 
families whose son or spouse had 
been killed in Vietnam.

Later, in 1976, I had been part 
of our local Mental Health Center 
team to assist in the morgue and 
with victims’ families in the after-
math of the Big Thompson flash 
flood in Colorado, which killed 
144 people and required the heli-
copter evacuation of 800 more the 
following morning.

Yet, I still wondered whether I 
could really handle the challenge 

The FDNY Hook & Ladder No. 24 station erected a memorial for those who gave 
their lives on that ill-fated day in 2001.
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when Peter said the FBI needed someone to help with 
their employees and other first-responders at and near 
Ground Zero. I told Peter I’d call him back.

I thought to myself, “If not me, who?” The job 
needed to be done, I was trained, and I couldn’t not do 
it. I called Peter back to accept.

I arrived in New York City in late September, about 
2½ weeks after 9/11. Our core FBI assistance team 
consisted of two special agents, an FBI chaplain, and 
me as the mental health specialist. Occasionally, oth-
ers participated, depending on the activity.

Besides conducting in-office CISD sessions for FBI 
staff based at and near Ground Zero, we also spent 

time making ourselves visible and available to work-
ers at the unfortunately named Fresh Kills Landfill 
site, where much of the rubble from Ground Zero 
was being taken for careful searching to find human 
remains and personal effects.

Finally, we tried to be out among on-site first 
responders near Ground Zero, offering informal 
support and opportunities to talk. Often, we just sat 
down next to first responders on a break and said 
nothing, waiting for them to speak if they wanted to. 
They usually did. 

Over those first few weeks and months after 
the attacks, hundreds of other EA professionals 
also put aside their other tasks and responded to 
the needs of people and organizations who were 
affected directly and indirectly, not only in New 
York, Washington, and Pennsylvania where the four 
planes went down, but in communities and coun-
tries around the world. For all of us it was pain-
ful work, but at the same time, it was healing and 
affirming to be able to contribute.

The affirmation of the value of our contributions 
extended not only to us as individuals, but also to the 
EA profession. Within weeks of 9/11, articles about 
employee assistance programs appeared in dozens of 
print and online publications, including the Wall Street 
Journal, Fortune, and the Los Angeles Times.

In my own column in the September/October 2001 
issue of the EAP Association Exchange magazine, I 
noted, “Once again, EAPA and the employee assis-
tance profession have been called upon to provide 
crucial services in a time of great upheaval. And once 
again, we have responded – and continue to respond. 
As individuals and as a profession, we have a right to 
be proud!” (Maynard, 2001)

EAPA’s 2001 Conference – An Opportunity to 
Share and Reflect

EAPA’s Annual Conference in 2001 was sched-
uled to be held October 28-31, just seven weeks after 
9/11. Moreover, for the first (and still only) time ever, 
the conference was to be held outside the US – in 
Vancouver, BC. Many international flights were still 
shut down and many companies were still banning 
employee travel, especially internationally.

Nevertheless, the EAPA Board felt strongly that 
the conference should go on as scheduled, both to 
demonstrate EAPA’s resilience and to provide an 

Synopsis of the  
Ill-fated 9/11 Flights

1. American Airlines Flight 11: a Boeing 767 
aircraft, departed Logan Airport at 7:59 a.m. en 
route to Los Angeles with a crew of 11 and 76 pas-
sengers, not including five hijackers. The hijackers 
flew the plane into the northern facade of the North 
Tower of the World Trade Center in New York City 
at 8:46 a.m.

2. United Airlines Flight 175: a Boeing 767 air-
craft, departed Logan Airport at 8:14 a.m. en route 
to Los Angeles with a crew of nine and 51 pas-
sengers, not including five hijackers. The hijackers 
flew the plane into the southern facade of the South 
Tower of the World Trade Center in New York City 
at 9:03 a.m.

3. American Airlines Flight 77: a Boeing 757 
aircraft, departed Washington Dulles International 
Airport at 8:20 a.m. en route to Los Angeles with 
a crew of six and 53 passengers, not including five 
hijackers. The hijackers flew the plane into the 
western facade of the Pentagon in Arlington County, 
Virginia, at 9:37 a.m.

4. United Airlines Flight 93: a Boeing 757 
aircraft, departed Newark International Airport at 
8:42 a.m. en route to San Francisco, with a crew of 
seven and 33 passengers, not including four hijack-
ers. As passengers attempted to subdue the hijack-
ers, the aircraft crashed into a field in Stonycreek 
Township near Shanksville, Pennsylvania, at 
10:03 a.m. v
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opportunity for EA professionals 
to come together as a community 
for mutual sharing and support. 
Although the number of attendees 
dropped significantly from previ-
ous years, those who were there 
found it a powerful and valuable 
experience. 

At the opening plenary ses-
sion, then EAPA President, 
Linda Sturdivant, invited 
attendees “to say aloud the 
names of relatives, friends, and 
co-workers they had lost in the 
terrorist attacks.” She described 
herself as “overwhelmed to 
hear 25 or 30 names voiced, 
some in whispers, others 
almost in shouts.” It was a 
moment, she said, that she will 
always remember and treasure 
(Sturdivant, 2001).

I, too, will always remember and treasure the 
great honor of being recognized at the conference as 
EAPA’s 2001 Member of the Year, in part for my ser-
vice to the FBI and others in NYC in the aftermath 
of 9/11.

In Retrospect
Fear is contagious. That is, after all, the whole 

point of terrorism, to instill contagious fear in us. 
But calm, confidence, compassion, and even altru-
ism can be contagious, too. EA professionals were a 
particularly powerful healing influence in the after-
math of 9/11 because they often were able to lever-
age the natural bonds that exist among peers and 
co-workers to instill and reinforce those positive 
attributes, while identifying those individuals who 
needed additional help.

Just as individual worksites, with EA help, sup-
ported their employees, so too did EAPA support its 
own network of EA professionals. Through its con-
ferences, chapters, publications, and peer networks, 
EAPA provided needed networking, information, and 
camaraderie to all of us.

The EA profession rose to the occasion after 9/11, 
just as it has done in so many other critical situations, 
large and small. We will continue to do so, if we also 

continue to maintain avenues to share experiences, 
learn from each other, and provide mutual support 
when needed.
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