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Mental Health and Disasters

• Most disaster victims are resilient or recovery quickly

• Increased risk for wide range of psychosocial problems

• Posttraumatic stress disorder

• Generalized anxiety

• Depression

• Alcohol and drug use problems 
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COVID-19 Pandemic MH Challenges

1. Barriers to treatment 

2. Social isolation

3. Disrupted routines 

4. Uncertainty 

5. Economic stressors

6. Healthcare system strain
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Acute Stress Reactions

1. Vary across development

2. Emotional symptoms (ex: irritability, sadness, hyper-reactive)

3. Cognitive symptoms (ex: poor decision making, impaired concentration) 

4. Physical symptoms (ex: headaches, stomach aches, breathing difficulties)

5. Behavioral reactions (ex: substance use, interpersonal conflict)
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Risk Characteristics

1. Widespread property damage, displacement

2. Serious, ongoing financial problems

3. Human error or human intent that caused the disaster

4. High prevalence of injury, threat to life, loss of life

5. Reduced / perceived lack of social supports

6. Prior mental health concerns, trauma
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Contributors to Distress

1. Trauma reminders

2. Loss reminders

3. Change reminders

4. Hardships

<a href="https://www.freepik.com/free-photos-vectors/education">Education photo created by jcomp - www.freepik.com</a>
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Survivor Needs / Early Intervention Principles

1. Safety

2. Calmness

3. Connectedness

4. Self and community efficacy

5. Hope
<a href="https://www.freepik.com/free-photos-vectors/love">Love photo created by freepik - www.freepik.com</a>
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Early Interventions

Single session, acute phase (days, weeks)

• Psychological Debriefing (poor / inconsistent outcomes)

• Psychological First Aid (PFA)

– Generally accepted, more evaluation needed

Brief, in-person, multi-session interventions 
(1-6 months post-disaster)

• Skills for Psychological Recovery (SPR)

Pfefferbaum et al., 2017, Curr Psychiatry Rep
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Psychological First Aid (PFA)

1. Evidence-informed, modular approach (not therapy)

2. Goals: a) Reduce initial distress; b) Foster short-

and long-term adaptive functioning and coping

3. Assumes a broad range of responses, including 

resilience

4. Designed for multiple contexts – public health

5. Developed by NCTSN & National Center for PTSD
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8 PFA Core Actions



learn.nctsn.org



6.0 FREE CE/CME
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Skills for Psychological Recovery (SPR)

1. Evidence-informed, modular approach

2. Goals: a) protect mental health of 
disaster survivors; b) enhance survivors’ 
abilities to address their needs and 
concerns; c) teach skills to promote 
recovery; d) prevent maladaptive 
behaviors while identifying and 
supporting adaptive ones

3. Developed by NCTSN & National 
Center for PTSD, SAMHSA
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Skills for Psychological Recovery (SPR)

1. Secondary prevention model

2. Delivered by mental health or other health workers

3. Ideally delivered in private space, 45 min, 3-5 visits

4. 6 Core Skills / Modules
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SPR Modules

1. Gathering Information & Prioritizing Assistance

2. Building Problem-Solving Skills

3. Promoting Positive Activities

4. Managing Reactions

5. Promoting Helpful Thinking



5.0 FREE CE/CME
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PFA vs. SPR

1. PFA:

– Immediate response phase, initial recovery 

– Days, weeks after a disaster (depending on event, setting, etc.)

– Emphasizes helping survivors meet immediate needs, often in temporary settings

2. SPR:

– Recovery phase once initial crisis has subsided 

– Weeks, months, years (once safety, security, and other vital needs met)

– Emphasizes teaching survivors specific skills, designed for follow-up
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PFA, SPR Research Evidence

1.Limited, no RCTs

2.Some promising findings 

3.Most research on training, implementation rather 

than outcomes

North & Pfefferbaum, 2013, JAMA
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Longer Term Recovery

1. Psychotherapy reduces disaster-related PTSD relative to WL 

– (meta-analysis, 24 studies, N=2630)

– 74% imp. from baseline; 66% more improvement Tx vs. control/WL

– Individual (vs. group); Parental involvement – but effects large 

2. CBT for chronic problems (PTSD, depression)

– Ex: Trauma-Focused CBT 
Newman et al., 2014, Curr Psychiatry Rep

Pfefferbaum et al., 2019, Prehosp & Disaster Medicine
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What about Debriefing?

1. What is it?  Describe experiences and reactions, reconstruct the event, 

share coping strategies

2. <10 empirical studies in youth; variable rigor, outcomes reported

3. No strong evidence of benefit

4. Concerns about timing (interference with natural recovery), unnecessary 

exposure to traumatic stimuli, lack of comprehensiveness

Jacobs & Pfefferbaum, 2015, Curr Psychiatry Rep

Pfefferbaum et al., 2015, Prehosp Disaster Med
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Provider Self Care

1. Foster supportive connections with others

2. Manage assignments to vary exposure to survivors’ experiences

3. Use a buddy system

4. Use time off and make room for personal time

5. Access supervision / peer consultation routinely

6. Practice stress management during the workday

7. Access formal supports (ex EAP) when needed
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Resources

https://www.in.gov/fssa/dmha/3495.htm

www.coronavirus.in.gov
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Resources

www.nctsn.org

www.aap.org

www.aacap.org
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Resources

https://handsinautism.iupui.edu/coronavirus/



https://www.samhsa.gov/dtac
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Resources

www.CSTSonline.org


