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Introduction
Disasters are undisputed, stressful events for many people 
throughout the world. Within the United States alone, 
it is estimated that two million individuals personally 
experience impacts and/or property damage from disasters 
(Solomon, 1989). Research has continually detailed the 
psychological and physiological impacts of disasters, 
including the mental health effects of long-term media 
exposure during natural disasters. Given the increased 
use of new and traditional media during natural disasters, 
it is important to understand the potential mental health 
impacts. The purposes of this document are to (1) discuss 
the impacts on mental health that can be intensified via 
media consumption and (2) provide media consumption 
guidelines that can help to monitor media use and decrease 
negative mental health impacts.

Natural Disasters and Mental 
Health
Natural disasters are defined as natural hazards, uncontrol-
lable and unexpected phenomena, and/or physical events 
from the natural environment which have a negative 
impact on societal structures (Irasema, 2002). They include 
hailstorms, hurricanes, lightning, tornadoes, landslides, 
sinkholes, tsunamis, earthquakes, volcanoes, flooding, and 
wildfires. In 2019, NOAA reported that the United States 
was impacted by 14-billion dollars’ worth of disasters 

including three major floods, eight extreme storms, 
two tropical cyclones, and one wildfire event (Smith, 
2019). Natural disasters can be especially devastating 
because they are often sudden, severe, and increasingly 
impactful on a global level, causing distress and disruption 
to many (Leaning et al., 2013).

After a natural disaster, people may experience a period 
of stress, anxiety, fatigue, and hopelessness. They may 
experience these feelings during or after the event. For most 
people, these feelings are temporary (Evans & Heiberger, 
2016). However, in extreme cases, a natural disaster may 
have psychological consequences such as post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD) (American Psychiatric Association, 
2013). Excessive or intense media exposure can exacerbate 
mental health challenges during and after disasters.

Media Use during a Natural 
Disaster
People spend a large portion of their free time online. 
They increasingly obtain news and other information from 
online sources such as social media. Social media is an 
important avenue for dissemination following a disaster. 
Media consumption can serve as a valuable tool in times 
of disasters and is often how individuals initially learn of 
disasters (FEMA, 1999). The Federal Emergency Manage-
ment Agency (FEMA) suggests the media can be helpful 
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by providing information, disseminating information (e.g., 
tips, supplies), and coordinating volunteers and donations.

Accurate and timely information is necessary to keep 
families safe and prepared before, during, and after a 
disaster. However, it is also important to understand the 
potential negative mental health effects from constant 
exposure to graphic images and 24-hour news cycles. Social 
media is uniquely poised to exacerbate negative mental 
health effects because of its rapid updates, personal nature, 
and chat features. Social media can also exacerbate negative 
mental health effects due to the constant updating of feeds 
with new information, personal opinions that can mas-
querade as legitimate news stories, and its ability to house a 
large number of stories about the same topic from different 
perspectives, leading to information overload (Jaeger et 
al., 2007). Just as the disaster itself can affect mental health 
conditions, such as depression or anxiety, so can media 
exposure before, during, and after the natural disaster.

Media’s Role in Mental Health 
during Natural Disasters
Media exposure during a disaster can result in mental 
health impacts ranging from grief, fear, and anxiety, which 
are common, to more severe impacts such as PTSD (Rog-
ers, 2013). Media exposure may also increase the likelihood 
of secondary traumatization. Media outlets often focus on 
devastating impacts of events so that people will take notice 
and tune in to watch. However, the same components that 
draw people in can increase stress in those who actually 
experienced the event, as well as in people who did not, 
due to repeated exposure (Neria & Sullivan, 2011). Second-
ary traumatic stress can occur in people who have not 
experienced the disaster, because the constant media stream 
brings with it stress and uncertainty (Rogers, 2013).

Researchers have found links between media exposure, 
including via TV and Internet, during various natural 
disasters and the experience of strong emotional reactions 
and PTSD (Hall et. al., 2019; Pfefferbaum, 2014). In fact, all 
it takes is repeated exposure to disturbing imagery (Yeung 
et al., 2018), such as images present in the news following 
disasters, to have negative effects. The 24-hour news cycle 
helps people receive important information during and 
after a disaster, but it can lead to negative mental health 
effects if people watch excessively.

Although there are disadvantages of media consumption 
during and after a disaster, there are advantages as well. 
Depending on how writers discuss disasters, they can influ-
ence perceptions of the event and increase the likelihood 

of community resilience (Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, 
Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008). Furthermore, disaster 
survivors can utilize social media as a collective coping 
mechanism by sharing their stories/pictures and expressing 
themselves. Social media can also be used to communicate 
with friends and family (Tandoc & Takahashi, 2017).

Suggestions for Media Use
Although media use is instrumental in obtaining accurate 
and timely information during a crisis, overconsumption 
can result in a negative mental health impact. In helping 
community members prepare, mitigate, respond to, and 
recover from natural disasters, it is important to acknowl-
edge and discuss the mental health impacts of media 
overconsumption. Below are media use guidelines to reduce 
potentially harmful reactions to an event.

1.	Be aware of daily media consumption and limit if 
necessary. This can be tracked through an app and will 
establish an allotted amount of time to consume media. 
For example, checking briefly in the morning and evening 
can keep you up to date while preventing overexposure to 
distressing imagery.

2.	Be aware of your feelings when viewing media coverage 
about the disaster. If you are feeling anxious or sad, turn 
it off and do something else.

3.	Avoid articles with sensationalist titles or graphic 
imagery.

4.	Disable social media notifications once the disaster is 
over.

5.	Use social media as a positive tool and as a way to “check 
in” to let friends and family know you are safe.

6.	Use media as a means of processing the event and sharing 
experiences.

7.	If you suspect someone may be suffering mental health 
impacts due to an increase in media consumption, talk 
with the person, explain the dangerous impacts, and 
encourage them to follow the guidelines above. Assist 
them in downloading apps, developing time limits, and 
avoiding sensationalist stories.
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