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Reactions and Behavioral Health Symptoms in Disasters



Anxiety and Depression- WA Adults



Key things to know

• Delta and the impacts of this variant are resulting in the experience of a “disaster cascade” in 
some form for most people heading into fall / winter. 

• A disaster cascade is defined as the experience of multiple disaster “Impacts” within a 12-18 
month time frame (multiple waves of the same disaster, or different types – floods, 
hurricanes, etc)

• Disaster cascades tax already depleted emotional, physical, social and economic resources. 

• As a function of the cascade effects, risks related to increased behavioral health symptoms 
go up for many people. 

• Burnout for healthcare workers, educators, those in public health and those in “response” 
to the pandemic are higher now (heading into fall) than at any other point in the pandemic 
so far. This includes higher risk for new incidence of behavioral health disorders including 
PTSD.



• There potential for violence and aggression increase with ”hardening” of 
opinions, impulsivity, and sense (accurate or not) of being threatened (by 
changes, uncertainties, mandates, expectations, etc)

• Communication challenges will be significant due to general dysregulation: 
we all have difficultly interpreting others’ motives and meanings. 

• Planning, thinking through, and considering options ahead of time is a 
valuable part of the process as we move into fall quarter and 2022; it reduces 
the likelihood of making impulsive, risky choices. 

Key things to know continued



Get your Daily Happiness Chemicals



How Deficiency Effects You



Multiple Layers Improve Success



Key Issues for Fourth Quarter of 2021

 Individual level
o Personal work/time boundaries and empowerment 
o Building self-efficacy
o Active coping techniques
o Grief and Loss

 Group and organizational level
o Opportunities for healthy and resilient organizational culture
o Active listening
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Individual Level: Work/Time Boundaries

On-duty or at 
work

On-call or
available OFF
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Individual Level: Self-Efficacy

Self-efficacy is the belief in your ability to achieve a 
particular goal or reach a particular outcome. 

 Different kinds: Social, workplace, academic, etc. 

 Sources of information about self-efficacy:

o Performance attainment: “I did it!”

o Vicarious experiences: “If they did it, so can I!”

o Verbal persuasion: “You can do it!” (needs to 
be realistic and genuine)

o Physiological and emotional arousal control: 
“Am I nervous?”
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Individual Level: Active Coping Techniques

Anxiety
• Sensory interventions:
oFrozen orange, ice
oMusic
oShower
oFuzzy slippers 

• Apps

• Breathing = calming

Exhaustion
• Sleep hygiene
oSame bed and 

wake times
oAlcohol and sugar 

considerations
oNotepad (not 

phone or laptop)
• Apps

• Boundaries

Depression
• Behavioral activation: 

Small steps
• Get a “this makes me 

feel better” list made 
on a good day
o5 minutes to 5 hours

• Movement of any kind
• Connection and 

support from others
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• Any loss right now is likely to touch on a deep well of loss that we all have 
experienced to some degree over the last year and a half. 

• Emotional reactions and responses may be proportionally stronger to ANY loss 
right now. 

• Emotion regulation is already a challenge when the brain is exhausted.
• There is no right or wrong way, or specific timeframe for people to process grief 

and loss. Increasing resilience and moving forward with recovery will also differ for 
each person. 

• Focus on authentic reactions with the intention to support someone in pain, not to 
make them “feel better”. 

The collective experience of Loss
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• Facilitate problem solving and decision making to prevent impulsive or risky 
decisions (e.g., precautionary health measures, burial decisions);

• Modify coping plans if traditional strategies aren’t possible (e.g., gathering with 
family to grieve through facetime);

• Identify connections (relationships) of support for the person who is grieving 

• Focus on engaging in the simpler, more concrete tasks and activities that are 
uplifting so that the effects of self-efficacy can grow. 

• ACTIVE LISTENING is the recommended and preferred “intervention” to support 
anyone struggling with grief and loss. 

Considerations for working with (or experiencing) 
grief, loss and bereavement



Organizational and Team Level:
Elements of Organizational Culture
 Leadership and modeling

Workplace (environment/atmosphere)

 Values 

 Tools (resources)

Motivations (compensation/rewards)

 Technology
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Opportunities for Organizational Culture in 2021-2022

Recovery from the pandemic provides unique opportunities to: 

 Redefine
o Mission statement, values, leadership roles, expectations, and 

purpose/motivation
 Emphasize

o Communicate to all team members where the organizational priorities are 
from a top-down perspective, or ask them to contribute to defining those 
priorities from the middle out or bottom-up (what cultural structure works 
best?)

 Orient
o Shift resources, attention, communication, and decision making to align 

with new (or reinforce long-standing) organizational values
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Active Listening

Clarify Ask open ended questions

Reflect Summarize what you think you 
heard

Express Empathy Listen with the intent to Care, 
not problem solve
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Resilience

Purpose Connection Flexibility/
Adaptability

Hope
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• Identify things that have helped you before and make a list 

• Be willing to try new things

• Don’t dismiss outside time

• Any physical activity will help neurologically

• Try to engage in active coping strategies as much as you can (rather than passive / 
avoidant coping, such as substance use). 

What works for you?
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PEACE Model for Resilience Building

Process over content

Effort over outcome

Adaptability over rigidity 

Connection over isolation 

Empathy over judgement
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• Take time and pause before responding (via email, text, in person).

• Develop awareness of your personal physical response to unexpected, negative 
events; regulation can start with this insight. 

• Work on practicing active listening skills when you have the capacity and energy. 

• Start with something that feels easy- not the most challenging conversations (or 
people) first. 

• Resilience is a process, not an accomplishment or a badge to be won.

Key takeaways
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Resources

Training:
 Health Support Team (including train-the-trainer)
 PsySTART-Responder (frontline healthcare only)
Resources:
 MEDIC, REST, SAFE, and PEACE Models
 Behavioral Health Group Impact Reference Guide
o Healthcare and behavioral health providers, outreach teams, post critical care individuals, etc.
o Unique challenges and considerations
o Support strategies (organizational, supervisory, and personal)

 Children and families: Behavioral Health Toolbox for Families: Supporting Children and Teens During 
the COVID-19 Pandemic; Back to Classroom THINK toolbox for parents, teachers, caregivers and 
mentors: https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/821-148-
BackToClassroomToolbox.pdf

 Businesses and workers: COVID-19 Guidance for Building Resilience in the Workplace

https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/BHG-COVID19BehavioralHealthGroupImpactReferenceGuide.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/BHG-COVID19-FamilyToolbox.pdf
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/COVID-19-BuildingWorkplaceResilience.pdf
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Resources (continued)

Webpages:
 DOH – Forecasts, situation reports, guidance, and other resources:

o Behavioral Health Resources Webpage
o Children and families: Behavioral Health Toolbox for Families: Supporting 

Children and Teens During the COVID-19 Pandemic

 State – General mental health resources and infographics:
o Mental and Emotional Well-Being Resources
o Infographic Library

https://www.doh.wa.gov/Emergencies/NovelCoronavirusOutbreak2020COVID19/HealthcareProviders/BehavioralHealthResources
https://www.doh.wa.gov/Portals/1/Documents/1600/coronavirus/BHG-COVID19-FamilyToolbox.pdf
https://coronavirus.wa.gov/information-for/you-and-your-family/mental-and-emotional-well-being
https://coronavirus.wa.gov/partner-toolkit/infographic-library-color


To request this document in another format, call 1-800-525-0127. Deaf or hard of
hearing customers, please call 711 (Washington Relay) or email civil.rights@doh.wa.gov. 
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