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Common causes of stress during disaster relief work
 

· Difficult living conditions (Not enough food or water; poor accommodation; too little sleep)
· Heavy workload or inactivity
· Strain on relationships with coworkers and family
· Lack of space and privacy / conflicts with coworkers
· Lack of leisure activities, or social life
· Insecurity, feeling unsafe  
· Health risks (disease)
· Living under security constraints
· Risk of accidents and illnesses 
· Lack of medical infrastructure (shortage of doctors, nurses, supplies) 
· Seeing the effects of the disaster: destruction, loss of life, damage to property 
· Seeing the suffering and trauma of survivors and families
· Corruption, ambiguous situations or motivations
· Hostility/Stress of beneficiaries
· Feeling unable to meet needs of survivors
· Stress related to the field worker’s family
· Lack of communication with family back home
· Miscommunication or difficulty communicating with family, friends, colleagues 
· Financial instability
· Threat of after-effects or reoccurrence of disaster 
· Cultural differences
· Going back to “ordinary,” everyday life
· Relief worker may also be disaster survivors and may be suffering their own losses
*Based on IFRC “Managing Stress in the Field”
Save the Children Wellness Briefing for Relief Workers	
Examples of survivor’s responses to disaster stress
Survivors may be:
· Stunned, dazed, confused, apathetic
· Say they feel the situation is not real: “I can’t believe this is happening”
· Respond to helpers in a passive way; or may be aggressive and not cooperative
· Have high heart rate, fast breathing, appear excited or upset (increased physiological arousal)
· Anxious, tense, “jumpy” (exaggerated startle response), can’t relax 
· Sleep problems or unable to sleep
· Painful thoughts and memories about the disaster 
· Blame themselves or feel ashamed for having survived
· Have conflict over support, be suspicious of outsiders, feel irritable in the face of sympathy
· Feelings are unstable: sudden anger or aggressiveness; or apathy and lack of energy or forgetfulness; or intense fear and not feeling safe
· Feeling helpless and overwhelmed
· In some people, intense confusion with hysterical reactions. 
· Frantic, disorganized behavior. Possible psychotic symptoms with delusions and hallucinations with disorganized speech. Individual showing these last signs require medical attention

1) These responses are universal- they have been observed in people all over the world after disasters
2) The responses are normal reactions to terrible events that take life and destroy the community.


Save the Children Wellness Briefing for Relief Workers	

• These are signs of stress that can occur under normal working conditions
• Every person experiences stress differently; no one experiences all of these
• Look through these lists and see if you can identify some of your own reactions to stress
• When we do relief work after the earthquake- we will start to develop these signs of stress, so we need to take care of ourselves so we can have the strength and energy to continue!



 (
Physical Signs of Stress ---what we feel in our body
• 
Pains
• 
Headaches 
• 
Trembling
•
Tightness in chest, increased heart rate
•
Shallow breathing 
•
Changes in eating, sleep
i
ng or regular habits
•
Wei
ght gain or loss
•
Immune system imbalance
•
Loss/increase of sex drive 
•
Skin conditions 
•
Muscle tension
• 
Jumpy
)


 (
“Mind”
 Signs of Stress ---How we Think and P
lan
•
Difficult to focus 
•
Can’t concentrate 
•
Easily distracted 
• 
Disorganized 
•
Difficulty making decisions
•
Difficulty in planning 
•
Negative attitude toward other people
•
Not viewing situations in the way you ordinarily would •
Becoming doubtful and suspicious
•
Feeling distant from other people
)















 (
Emotional Signs of Stress ---How We F
eel
• Moody, irritable, grumpy
• Sad
• Angry 
• Anxious
• Fearful 
• Frustrated 
• Not open
 to other people 
• Disagreeable
• Unwilling
 or unable 
 to 
express care/concern for others
• Lose sense of humor
)


 (
Spiritual Signs of Stress ---
How We Connect to Life, Family, S
ociety
• ‘Compassion fatigue’: demoralization, alienation, resignation
• Feeling ‘empty’, disillusionment, despair
• Feeling disconnected from the world
• Feeling that you want to go and save everyone, and that is all that matters (losing perspective)
• Becoming darkly depressed, bitter and angry
• Lose sense of meaning in life
)













 (
Behavioral Signs of Stress ---What we do, O
ur behavior
• Not
 
taking
 
care
 
of
 
yourself
 
enough
• Not getting enough rest or relaxation
• Becoming too over-involved in your work
• Not being involved enough in your work (disengaged)
• Not being able to do your job well (can’t focus)
• Abusing something to make you feel better (alcohol, 
  
drugs, sex, etc)
• Wanting to withdraw, get away from other people 
  
(isolating yourself)
)	

















Tips for Managing Stress At The Disaster Scene
Develop a "buddy" system with a coworker. You can also form a “buddy group” with 3-4 people. Then you can check on each other from time to time. Make sure they other people are drinking water and taking breaks to eat & rest. 

Generally buddies help each other out.

Encourage and support your coworkers.

Take care of yourself physically by drinking lots of water, and eating small quantities of food frequently. 

Try some light exercise or stretching.

Take a break when you feel your stamina, coordination, or tolerance for irritation diminishing.

Stay in touch with family and friends.

If you see or hear something that bothers you, talk with a coworker or your “buddy” at the end of each work shift.

Be aware and mindful of your physical and emotional reactions to what you are doing- they are natural reactions.

Talk about feelings as they arise, and be a good listener to your coworkers.

Don't take anger or others’ emotions personally - it's often an expression of frustration, guilt, or worry.
Give your coworkers recognition and appreciation for a job well done.

General Signs of Acute Stress Disorder

Symptoms or signs of Acute Stress Disorder (“ASD”) are common and even expected following a disaster.  At the same time, human beings and communities are very resilient after disasters—especially when they pull together. Displaying a few signs of ASD may indicate the need for a little extra support, someone to talk to, or a “time out”-that’s all. Ongoing, persistent or many symptoms/signs of ASD might mean someone would benefit from meeting with a wellness practitioner or a professional.
Here is what to look for if you are concerned about yourself, or someone else:

Acute Stress Disorder

a. Occurs within one month of the stressor event
b. The person experienced, witnessed, or was confronted with an event or events that involved actual or threatened death or serious injury, or a threat to the physical integrity of self or others 
c. The person's response involved intense fear, helplessness, or horror
d. Either while experiencing or after experiencing the distressing event, the individual has three (or more) of the following “dissociative” symptoms:
i. They describe feeling numb, detached, or emotionally non-responsive
ii.  They are less aware than usual of their surroundings (e.g., "being in a daze") 
iii. They describe the world as being “unreal”
iv. They feel disconnected from their own body
v. Amnesia (i.e., inability to recall an important aspect of the trauma)


Tips For Each Day of Disaster Work


1. Get enough sleep

2. Get enough to eat and drink 

3. Vary the work that you do 

4. Do some light exercise 

5. Do something pleasurable 

6. Focus on what you did well 

7. Take some time to think about what you learned today 

8. Share a private joke, enjoy some humor 

9. Pray, meditate or relax 

10. Support a coworker
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