Natural Disaster Response: Role and Training of Counselors
Dessie S. Avila, Mason A. Hale, Amanda L. Nowlin, and Tony Michael, Ph.D.

Tennessee Technological University

Abstract

The purpose of this literature review 1s to examine current mental health protocols for disaster response in the state of Tennessee and provide implications for further research.

According to the National Weather Service (2022),
35 tornadoes hit Tennessee 1n 2021.

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA,
2021) referenced most natural disasters are due to
flooding and severe thunderstorms over the last 70
years.

While there 1s a standardized mental health service
structure 1n place for the state of Tennessee
regarding disasters, the formation on how mental
health workers are involved remains obscure.

This review addresses the strengths, weaknesses,
and areas of advocacy with the purpose of gaining
a better understanding of the mental health disaster
response structure currently in place and a
proposed model for future response.

Common mental health 1ssues that arise from
experiencing disasters are depression, complicated
orief, PTSD, Substance use, anxiety disorders,

somatic disorders, and psychosis (Goldmann, 2014;
Henley, 2010).

While 1t 1s evidenced that the risk for mental health
disorders increases after experiencing a natural
disaster, more research 1s needed to better
understand risk and protective factors, and mental
health interventions that treat the acute and long-
term needs of survivors (Pfefferbaum et. al., 2010).

Coverage & Methodology

A semi-systematic approach method was used to collect relevant literature from
relevant scholarly databases (e.g.., Psychlnfo, PsychArticles, etc.)
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Strengths: The projected growth of the counseling profession is 23 % between the years of 2020 and
2030 (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021) with an implication of more counselors that could be utilized
in disaster mental health response. Furthermore, training courses are accessible and available for
counselors with costs ranging from free to $2,000 offered online and in-person.

Weaknesses: State-wide and local disaster response plans are needed for counselors. There needs to be

a formal protocol for response, a list of counselors, and available resources for each region (Mclntyre &
Nelson Goft, 2011). TN response plan 1s unclear regarding counselor's roles 1n disaster response.

Advocacy: The American Red Cross (2017) accepts Disaster Mental Health Volunteers for disaster
response. The Mental Health Active Response Team (n.d.) in Tennessee organizes fully licensed counselors
to provide pro bono care to individuals impacted by a disaster through telehealth platforms. FEMA 1n
partnership with Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (2019) provides grant
funding for areas affected by major disasters to provide counseling assistance.
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Conclusion

Disasters are becoming increasingly apparent
with an annual average of 16.2 natural disasters
within the last five years (2016-2020) (NOAA

National Centers for Environmental Information,
2021).

Findings suggest a need for collaboration efforts
and formal protocols 1n order to strengthen
disaster mental health plans.

Service gaps include a localized resource list of
available counselors and mental health
professionals in communities that can assist after
the impact of a natural disaster.
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