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Introduction

As a first responder, you are on the frontlines of climate-related disasters like
wildfires, hurricanes, floods, and tsunamis. Your role is vital in saving lives and
supporting communities, but the physical and emotional demands of this work can
linger long after the disaster has ended. Responding to such crises often leads to
both short-term stress and long-term impacts like vicarious trauma, compassion
fatigue, and burnout. This guide offers practical strategies to support your well-
being during a response and in the months or years that follow.

The Unique Challenges of Climate Disaster Response
Responding to climate-related disasters comes with significant emotional and
psychological risks:
e During the Response: The intense pace, exposure to devastation, and the
need to make life-and-death decisions can cause acute stress.
e After the Response: Lingering images, memories, or unresolved emotions
may contribute to long-term effects like vicarious trauma or chronic fatigue.
Symptoms may include:
e Difficulty sleeping or concentrating
e Emotional numbness or increased irritability
e Feelings of guilt or helplessness about the outcomes
e Recurring thoughts about the disaster or future events
Recognizing these impacts is key to addressing them early and building resilience.
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8 Tips to Support Your Well-Being Before, During, and After the Response
1. Prepare Mentally and Physically Before Deployment

e Why It Matters: Proactive preparation helps you stay grounded during the
chaos of a disaster response.

e How to Do It: Focus on physical fitness, build a solid self-care routine, and
mentally rehearse potential challenges. Create a clear plan for rest and
recovery after the response.

2. Acknowledge Stress During the Response

e Why It Matters: Denying stress can lead to being overwhelmed or having poor
decision-making.

e How to Do It: Check in with yourself regularly. Name your feelings (e.g., “I'm
feeling anxious") to bring clarity and reduce emotional intensity.

3. Take Micro-Breaks Where Possible

e Why It Matters: Short breaks help reduce stress and maintain focus.

e How to Do It: Use downtime to hydrate, eat something nourishing, or
practice a grounding technique like deep breathing or progressive muscle
relaxation.

4. Connect with Your Team

e Why It Matters: Shared experiences can ease feelings of isolation and provide
emotional support.

e How to Do It: Debrief with colleagues during and after the response to share
concerns and build camaraderie. Peer support is an invaluable tool for
managing stress.

5. Prioritize Rest and Recovery Post-Response

e Why It Matters: Physical and mental recovery is essential for long-term
resilience.

e How to Do It: After the disaster, take time to rest and restore. Get adequate
sleep, engage in light exercise, and avoid overcommitting to other
responsibilities immediately.

6. Address Vicarious Trauma in the Long Term

e Why It Matters: Processing secondary trauma helps prevent emotional

distress from accumulating over time.
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e How to Do It: Talk to a counselor or trusted colleague about difficult
experiences. Writing down your thoughts or engaging in creative outlets like
drawing or music can also help.

7. Build a Long-Term Resilience Plan

e Why It Matters: Proactive strategies ensure you're prepared for future
challenges.

e How to Do It: Develop a plan that includes regular self-care, ongoing mental
health check-ins, and professional support when needed. Schedule time for
hobbies or activities that bring you joy.

8. Stay Engaged in Your Purpose

e Why It Matters: Connecting with the meaning behind your work fosters
motivation and resilience.

e How to Do It: Reflect on the positive outcomes of your efforts. Recognize the
lives you've touched and the difference you've made, even in the face of

challenges.

Supporting Your Well-Being in the Long Term

Climate-related disasters leave their mark, but you can recover, rebuild, and even
grow stronger with intentional care. Remember, resilience isn't about avoiding
stress but how you respond to it. By prioritizing your mental health and making self-
care a habit, you can protect your well-being for both the immediate and long-term
aftermath.

You are not alone in this journey. Seek support from trusted colleagues, loved ones,
or professional resources whenever you need it. At Headington Institute, we honor
the dedication of first responders and stand ready to support your resilience every
step of the way.

If you found this resource helpful and believe you or your organization could benefit
from further support on these topics, the Headington Institute offers a range of
services to meet your needs. We provide in-person and virtual workshops, webinars,
psychological consultations, and leadership consultations tailored to help teams
and individuals navigate high-stress environments and foster resilience. For more

information, visit our contact page at https://www.headingtoninstitute.org/
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contact/. Current clients can email us directly at support@headingtoninstitute.org.
We're here to support you.
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