
 
 

 

 

2 .0 DISASTER BEHAVIORAL HEALTH  
 

PSYCHOSOCIAL CONSEQUENCES OF DISASTERS  

 

 

While striving to achieve and maintain a high level 

of disaster health, SAFETY FUNCTION ACTION 

purposefully integrates disaster behavioral health 

into the framework because psychoso cial 

consequences of disaster are widespread and 

pervasive .  Psychosocial consequences extend 

across a spectrum of severity  and persist for 

variable lengths of time ða range of duration . 

Moreover, the severity of psychosocial 

consequences relate to the natur e of the 

disaster event  itself. Each of these four 

characteristics of the psychosocial consequences 
will be expanded.  

PSYCHOSOCIAL CONSEQUENCES:  

WIDESPREAD PSYCHOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT  

 

 

Psychosocial consequences of disaster are 

widespread and pervasive . Si mply stated, 

more people are impacted psychologically than 

medically. This is illustrated by displaying a 

ñpsychological footprintò that is much larger than 

the ñmedical footprint.ò  
 

Case in point: September 11, 2001.  

On that day, 3,000 persons were kille d and 7,500 

sought and received medical attention. In 

contrast, almost all Americans (population: 

300,000,000), and many persons in other 

countries, were affected psychologically at varying 

levels of severity.  

PSYCHOSOCIAL CONSEQUENCES: SPECTRUM OF SEVERI TY  

 

 

Psychosocial consequences of disaster extend 

across a spectrum of severity . Almost all 

persons who are exposed to a disaster experience 

fear and distress. For most  persons , distress is 

short - lived and they rebound without needing 

special support. A smaller number are distressed 

to the point of making detrimental behavioral 

changes, such as surging on area medical centers 

because of fear of exposure. A much smaller 

subset progress es to disaster - related psychiatric 

outcomes , including post - traumatic st ress 

disorder (PTSD). On a population - wide view, 

most people have mild psychological 

reactions, some have moderate reactions, 

and few have severe reactions.  
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PSYCHOSOCIAL CONSEQUENCES: RANGE OF DURATION  

 

 

Psychosocial co nsequences of disaster extend 

across a range of duration . When persons are in 

situations of threat or danger, stress and distress 

are expected reactions. But psychosocial 

consequences may extend beyond the time when 

physical danger has passed. This is beca use 

disaster brings loss and change which may 

produce prolonged distress or impairment.  
 

Case in point: Hurricane Katrina , New 

Orleans, LA, 2005. Hurricane force winds 

diminished within hours . Fl ood waters from the 

breached levees dried up after one month . 

However, the experience of loss, change, and 

displacement extended for years. Rates of PTSD  

continued to  increase for three years .  

PSYCHOSOCIAL CONSEQUENCES: TYPE OF DISASTER  

 

 

Psychosocial consequences of disaster relate to 

the type of disaster . A wid e variety of natural 

and human -generated events qualify as disasters. 

Human -generated events are  subdivided into 

those that are non - intentional (ñaccidentsò),  

involving a failure of technology , and those that 

are intentional, involving a perpetrated act of  

mass violence. The d isaster events that are 

most likely to provoke severe psychological 

impairment are human - generated, 

intentional acts of mass violence.  

PROFILE OF DISASTER STRESS AND DISTRESS  

 

 

This diagram displays a ñprofile of disaster 

stress and  distress ,ò from the moment of 

disaster impact (far left) moving forward in time 

(to the right). Notice the dominant overall 

pattern of rapidly diminishing stress and 

distress for most persons over time.   
 

Three previous points reappear on this diagram:  

1) Psychosocial consequences are widespread . 

Almost all exposed persons experience distress.  

2) Psychosocial consequences extend across a 

spectrum of severity . Most disaster -exposed 

persons have mild psychological reactions, while 

fewer have moderate  or se vere  reactions . 

3) Psychosocial consequences extend across a 

range of duration . Distress d ecreases rapidly for 

most  persons  and persists long - term for few .  

 


