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Coping with emotional challenges during disaster 3 April 2020

Dear colleagues and students

Today sees us at day eight of national lockdown. Thinking back to our 2020 New Year celebrations, who 
would have imagined that, by 27 March 2020, South Africans would have been confined to our homes for 
the health and safety of people nationally and globally.

For most of us, the chances or experiencing first-hand the terrors of natural disasters such as floods, 
fires and tornados or confinement, be it as a result of a country lockdown like what we are experiencing 
now or in a prisoner-of-war camp during a war, are quite remote. 

Adverse events and disasters unfortunately take their toll emotionally and the effects of disasters might 
have a negative impact on the emotional health of the affected population. Along with social and 
economic losses, individuals and communities might experience a mental instability, that could 
precipitate Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), Anxiety and Depression in the population.  

Generally, disasters are measured in fiscal terms by the cost of social and economic damage, however 
there is no real assessment of or comparison to the emotional sufferings a person suffers post-disaster.
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There are several factors that lead to the psychological vulnerabilities of victims such as the 
displacement of the family, death of a loved one, socio-economic loss, environmental loss, lack of mental 
preparedness for a disaster, disruption to the family bond, lack of social support and negative coping 
skills.  Psychological suffering is common in victims, along with socio-economic distress.

Disasters are mostly unpredictable, which leave victims in a state of shock. Victims tend to deny the loss 
and try to escape from reality, which makes them more vulnerable to stress, anxiety and other different 
maladaptive reactions.  

The most common mental disorders such as depression and anxiety are expected to increase because 
of negative impact of the disaster on mental health.  Therefore it is vital to take care of yourself by eating 
well, sleeping enough, getting sufficient exercise, staying in touch with family, friends and colleagues and 
keeping to a daily plan that will keep you grounded and productive (see attached brochures for helpful 
information).


