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Surviving a 
Natural Disaster
Trauma and Survivor Guilt

Components of Trauma
Event
• Types

• Natural disasters, War, Accidents, Exploitation, Suicide, 
and Crimes 

• Historical, Bullying, Medical, and Media
• Multiple events
Reaction
• Thoughts, Emotions and Behaviors
Management
• Coping with event, thoughts, feelings and behaviors 
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Natural Disasters
Issues associated with specific disasters according to Teach Trauma
• Hurricanes-usually predicted in advance which may foster fear and 

anxiety.  Following storm may have reactions to features of the storm 
(thunder, rain, etc.).

• Tornadoes-virtually no warning.  Victims may have difficulty coping with 
sights and smells of destruction. Survivor guilt has been observed to be 
an especially common coping challenge.

• Floods-research shows individual have difficulty coping with seeing the 
desolation of the landscape, the smell of sludge and sodden property, 
coldness and wetness, and vast amounts of mud.

• Residential Fires-Many hurdles to overcome, including damage or 
destruction to their home and possessions, financial hardship, relocation, 
loss of pets, and medical care.  If caused by arson, may experience 
continued safety concerns. 

• Earthquakes, Wildfires and Tsunamis

Trauma
• Risk Factors-from Teach Trauma regarding natural disasters

• Level of impact of event, coping style, availability of 
social support, age, gender, culture, and life experience.

• Reactions according to APA article (see references)
• Intense or unpredictable feelings
• Changes to thoughts and behavior patterns
• Sensitivity to environmental factors
• Strained interpersonal relationships
• Stress-related physical symptoms

• Does not necessarily lead to PTSD
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Trauma Continued
• Reaction to trauma may not become so significant that it meets criteria for 

PTSD but still might be causing a lot of distress in their life.
• Secondary Trauma Stress

• Therapists
• Vicarious Trauma

• Media
• Article listed in references about second hand trauma from 2017 

hurricane season
• Multiple Trauma

• Other traumatic events happened after event but due to event.
• Other traumatic events happening in midst of the natural disaster.

Survivors Guilt
What's Your Grief-Understanding Survivor’s Guilt
• Guilt that comes from surviving or not being affected by a 

traumatic event
• Primary associated with not dying when others did, not being 

the victim of abuse when others were, and not having property 
damage or as much damage after natural disaster.
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How do I cope? From APA
• Give yourself time to adjust.
• Ask for support from people who care about you and who will 

listen and empathize with your situation.
• Communicate your experience.
• Find a local support group led by appropriately trained and 

experienced professionals.
• Engage in health behaviors to enhance your ability to cope 

with excessive stress.
• Establish and reestablish routines.
• Avoid making major life decisions. 

What can you do? From WYG
• Accept what your are feeling.
• Know you’re not alone.
• Remember that your relief and appreciation for your survival 

can co-exist with your grief.
• Grieve those who died or had significant impact from the 

disaster.
• Do something with your guilt by helping others.
• Don’t get stuck on the ‘whys’.
• Educated yourself on trauma and guilt.
• Embrace life.
• Talk to a counselor.
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What can we do?
• Love and support those we care about.
• Donate supplies and time to help clean up.
• Limit talking about disasters unless initiated by survivor.
• Listen to survivor and validate their thoughts and feelings.
• Distract them when needed.
• Help survivors return to normalcy.
• Give information to read at convenient time or numbers to call 

when survivor is ready.
• If needed, recommend they talk to a professional.

Treatment
Therapy
• Exposure
• EMDR
• CBT
• DBT
• Ect.

Medication 
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• https://www.apa.org/helpcenter/recovering-disasters
• DSM-5
• http://www.teachtrauma.com/information-about-trauma/types-

of-trauma/natural-disasters/
• https://blog.samhsa.gov/2018/07/03/raising-awareness-of-

ptsd-associated-with-mass-violence-or-natural-disasters
• https://psychcentral.com/blog/secondhand-trauma-is-it-real-

the-2017-hurricane-season-is-affecting-everyone/
• https://www.counseling.org/docs/trauma-disaster/fact-sheet-9--

-vicarious-trauma.pdf?sfvrsn=f0f03a27_2

Questions?

Insert your photo here.

Debi Pittock LICSW
https://www.unmc.edu/psychiatry/patient-care/general/pittock.html

Nebraska Medicine
Psychiatry Department
402-552-6226
dpittock@nebraskamed.com
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