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Wildfires are unpredictable and destructive. Coping with the threat of wildfire over 
the course of days or weeks is very stressful even when you are ultimately clear of 
danger. Of course, if you or those you care about are directly impacted, a more 
significant level of grief, anxiety, and stress can be triggered. Being evacuated from 
your home or even relocated for an extended period of time can cause emotional 
distress as well as physical discomfort and inconvenience, and the aftereffects can 
take a long time to heal. Additionally, there are health issues to consider, such a 
smoke inhalation and ash clouds, not to mention the damage to local wildlife and 
vegetation. It can feel like your whole life has changed and that you had no 
control. Having strong emotions during and following a wildfire is common.  

Remember, you are not alone in this recovery period. Support and healing can 
often be found within your network of family, friends, and neighbors. Many 
communities will offer local support groups. This is also the time to consider 
contacting your employee assistance program (EAP), a free benefit that is available 
to you by telephone 24 hours a day, 7 days a week to offer emotional and practical 
support. Your EAP is staffed with counselors who can help you understand your 
feelings and provide access to a local counselor if meeting with someone in person 
is recommended. The EAP can also help find emergency shelters for you or your 
pets, or find hotels or apartments, new child care arrangements, and many other 
local services. 

This resource guide contains articles and resources which may be helpful to you 
during this time. It also includes preparedness tips that you can implement and 
practice at home and in your community, so that you feel more in control for the 
future.  
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Wildfires are usually triggered by lightning or 
accidents and often go unnoticed at first. They 
can spread quickly and are especially destructive 
if they occur near forests, rural areas, remote 
mountain sites, and other woodland settings 
where people live. While not reported as often 
as floods, tornadoes, or severe storms, they, 
too, can cause emotional distress in people 
living in affected areas. 

In 2013, more than 47,500 wildfires were 
reported in the United States. They destroyed 
thousands of structures, including about 1,100 
homes, and burned more than 4 million acres of 
land. 

Feelings such as overwhelming anxiety, constant 
worrying, trouble sleeping, and other 
depression-like symptoms are common 
responses before, during, and after wildfires. 
Other signs of emotional distress related to 
wildfires include 

¶ Having thoughts, memories, or nightmares 
related to the wildfire that you can't seem to 
get out of your head 

¶ Worrying a lot of the time 

¶ Feeling guilty but not sure why 

¶ Excessive absences from work or school 

These are just a few warning signs of disaster-
related distress. If you or someone you know 
shows any of these symptoms for 2 weeks or 
more, whether you know they are in relation to 
a wildfire or if it is unclear how they started, 
contact your employee assistance program 
(EAP), a mental health professional, or some 
other support service. 

Who is at risk for emotional distress? 

People living in communities in Arizona, 
California, Colorado, Utah, and other states 
where wildfires often occur may be vulnerable 
to emotional distress. People who have 
struggled to recover from experiences with past 
wildfires also may experience distress. Other 
people at risk for emotional distress due to 
wildfires include the following: 

¶ Children and teensτAfter a wildfire, young 
people may worry that another one will 
happen again, especially if they witnessed 
the fire and the loss of their home. Some 
children may become withdrawn, while 
others may become agitated and irritable 
and display outbursts of anger. 

¶ Older adultsτOlder adults are more likely 
to need social support to reduce the effects 
of stress and move forward on the path of 
recovery. They also may have limited 
physical mobility and lack independence. 
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¶ First responders and recovery workersτ

These individuals may experience prolonged 
separation from loved ones (depending on 
the severity of the wildfire) and show signs 
of mental fatigue. 

Once warnings and evacuation orders are 
issued, the risk for emotional distress becomes 
greater: 

¶ You or your loved ones may feel 
unprepared, isolated, overwhelmed, or 
confused. Uncertainty about where to go 
during a wildfire, how to keep you and your 
loved ones safe, how to care for your pets, 
or whether you will be able to continue 
taking any medications can cause emotional 
distress. 

¶ You may lose contact with a loved one in an 
impacted area. 

¶ If you are relocated or lost your house to a 
wildfire, being in an unfamiliar environment 
can be difficult, especially for people with 
limited physical mobility, economic means, 
or knowledge of the English language. 

Returning to a home, business, school, or place 
of worship impacted by a wildfire may cause 
additional distress, especially if there is 
structural damage. A temporary or permanent 
loss of employment may also occur. 

Remember, too, that the anniversary of a 
disaster or tragic event can renew feelings of 
fear, anxiety, and sadness in disaster survivors. 
Certain smells or sounds, such as smoke or 
sirens, can also trigger emotional distress. These 
and other environmental sensations can take 
people right back to the event or cause them to 
fear that it's about to happen again. These 
trigger events can happen at any time. 

People can experience a wide range of emotions 
before and after a disaster or traumatic event. 
There's no right or wrong way to feel. However, 
it's important to find healthy ways to cope when 
these events happen. 

 

 

 

 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). 
(Updated 2016, September 24). Types of disasters: Wildfires. 
Retrieved December 7, 2017, from http://www.samhsa.gov/  
 

http://www.samhsa.gov/
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PREPARATION 
 WILDFIRES: KNOW YOUR RISK 

 Wildfires can occur anywhere and can destroy homes, 
businesses, infrastructure, natural resources, and 
agriculture. 

What 

A wildfire is an unplanned, unwanted fire burning in a 
natural area, such as a forest, grassland, or prairie. As 
building development expands into these areas, homes 
and businesses may be situated in or near areas 
susceptible to wildfires. This is called the wildland  
urban interface. 

Wildfires can cause death or injury to people and 
animals, damage or destroy structures, and disrupt 
community services including transportation, gas, 
power, communications, and other services. The impact 
may cover large areas with extensive burning, embers 
traveling more than a mile away from the wildfire itself, 
and smoke causing health issues for people far away 
from the fire. Wildfires damage watersheds leave areas 
prone to flooding and mudslides for many years. 

Where 

Wildfires can occur anywhere in the country. They can 
start in remote wilderness areas, in national parks, or 
even in your back yard. Wildfires can start from natural 
causes, such as lightning, but most are caused by 
humans, either accidentallyτfrom cigarettes, campfires, 
or outdoor burningτor intentionally. 

When 

Wildfires can occur at any time throughout the year,    
but the potential is always higher during periods with 
little or no rainfall, which make brush, grass, and trees 
dry and burn more easily. High winds can also contribute 
to spreading the fire. Your community may have a 
designated wildfire season when the risk is particularly 
high. 

Before Wildfire Season: Make A Wildfire Plan 

¶ Know your wildfire risk. 

¶ Make a wildfire emergency plan. 

¶ Build or restock your emergency preparedness kit, 

including a flashlight, batteries, cash, and first aid 

supplies. 

¶ Familiarize yourself with local emergency plans. 

Know where to go and how to get there should you 

need to evacuate. 

¶ Stay tuned to your phone alerts, TV or radio, for 

weather updates, emergency instructions, or 

evacuation orders. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), Ready.gov. (n.d.). 
Wildfires. Retrieved December 7, 2017, from 
https://www.ready.gov/wildfires 
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PREPARATION 
 PROTECT YOURSELF, YOUR HOME,  
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Focus on fire safety: Practice and share these wildfire 
safety tips in your community! 

Community Preparedness 

Work with your neighbors to protect your community 
from wildfires by following these preparedness tips: 

¶ Follow evacuation instructions from your local 
emergency officials. 

¶ Practice two ways out of your neighborhood; you 
will be more prepared if roads are blocked. 

¶ Hold community meetings and work with neighbors 
to prepare the neighborhood for wildfires. 

¶ Make sure driveways and house numbers are clearly 
marked and can be seen from the road. 

¶ Meet with your local fire department. Find out  
how department personnel can help you prepare  
for wildfires. 

Always stay aware of your environment, and when 
asked to leave by your local emergency officials, please 
do so. A delay could cost your life! 

Personal Responsibility 

You can protect your family and home from wildfires  
by following these safety tips: 

¶ Create an emergency bag of personal items that you 
will need if you are asked to leave your home. 

¶ Leave your home when asked to do so. 

¶ Make and frequently practice a family evacuation 
plan that includes meeting locations, a 
communication plan, and pet accommodations. 

¶ Clean your roof, gutters, and deck of dead leaves 
and pine needles often. 

¶ Use building and yard materials that won't  
burn easily. 

¶ Keep woodpiles at least 30 feet from your home. 

¶ Keep a safety zone of up to 100 feet around your 
home: Keep it lean, clean, and green. 

 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), U.S. Fire 
Administration (USFA). (2017, April). Protect your home and your 
community from wildfires [Poster] & Wildfires: Protect yourself and 
your community [Poster, Pub. No. FA-337]. Retrieved December 7, 
2017, from https://www.usfa.fema.gov/ 

 

 

https://www.usfa.fema.gov/
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This article explains what actions to take if you receive a 
fire weather watch alert from the National Weather 
Service for your local area and what to do before, 
during, and after a wildfire. 

Basic Safety Tips During a Wildfire 

¶ If there is a wildfire in the area, be ready to evacuate 
on short notice. 

¶ If you see a wildfire and haven't received evacuation 
orders yet, call 9-1-1. Don't assume that someone 
else has already called. 

¶ If ordered to evacuate during a wildfire, do it 
immediatelyτmake sure and tell someone where 
you are going and when you have arrived. 

¶ Many communities have text or email alerting 
systems for emergency notifications. To find out 
what alerts are available in your area, search the 
internet with your town, city or county name, and 
the word alerts. 

¶ If you or someone you are with has been burned, 
call 9-1-1 or seek help immediately. Cool and cover 
burns to reduce chance of further injury or infection. 

Fire Weather Watch 

Fire weather watch = dangerous fire weather conditions 
are possible over the next 12 to 72 hours. 

Steps to Take 

¶ Turn on your TV or radio. You'll get the latest 
weather updates and emergency instructions. 

¶ Know where to go. If you are ordered to evacuate, 
know the route to take, and have plan of where you 
will go. Check in with your friends and family. 

¶ Keep your car fueled, in good condition, and stocked 
with emergency supplies and a change of clothes. 

Preparing Your Home 

¶ Make your landscape fire-safe:  

o Create and maintain an area approximately 30 
feet away from you home that is free of 
anything that will burn, such as wood piles, 
dried leaves, newspapers, brush, and other 
landscaping that may be flammable. 

o From 30 feet to 100 feet, reduce or replace as 
much of the most flammable vegetation as 
possible, and prune remaining vegetation. 
Create "fuel breaks," such as driveways, gravel 
walkways, and lawns. 

o Work with neighbors to create spaces up to 200 
feet around your homes where vegetation is 
thinned: Remove underbrush, and makes sure 
tall trees do not touch each other in a 
continuous canopy.  

¶ Regularly clean the roof and gutters. 

¶ Connect garden hoses long enough to reach any 
area of the home, and fill garbage cans, tubs, or 
other large containers with water. 

¶ Review your homeowner's insurance policy, and also 
prepare or update a list of your home's contents. 

 



After A Wildfire  
 

Returning Home 

¶ Return home only when authorities say it is safe. 

¶ For several hours after the fire, maintain a "fire 
watch." Check and recheck for smoke, sparks, or 
hidden embers throughout the house, including the 
roof and the attic. 

¶ Use caution when entering burned areas as hazards 
may still exist, including hot spots, which can flare 
up without warning. Evacuate immediately if you 
smell smoke. 

Cleaning Your Home 

¶ Wear a respirator (dust mask) certified by the 
National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH), and wet debris down to minimize breathing 
dust particles. 

¶ Discard any food that has been exposed to heat, 
smoke, or soot. 

¶ Do NOT use water that you think may be 
contaminated to wash dishes, brush teeth, prepare 
food, wash hands, or to make ice or baby formula. 

¶ Photograph damage to your property for insurance 
purposes. 

 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), Ready.gov. 
(Revised 2017, December). Wildfires. Retrieved December 7, 2017, 
from https://www.ready.gov/wildfires 
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What is stress? 

Knowing some basic facts about emotional stress can 
help you understand its effects: 

¶ Stress is both a physical and an emotional response 
that results from an increase in tension or worry 
about something that is dangerous, unknown, or 
disturbing.  

¶ Stress affects people's minds, emotions, and bodies. 
It can make it harder to think and concentrate. It can 
make it hard to control one's temper or make one 
cry more easily than usual. It can upset a person's 
digestion and make it hard to sleep, even when 
tired. Sometimes stress will make the heart beat 
faster, cause stomach problems, or cause you to feel 
short of breath.  

¶ Some of the responses to stress depend on the 
person's age. The young and the elderly show stress 
in different ways, and specific techniques may be 
needed to relieve stress for each of these age 
groups.  

 

Relocation and Stress 

Unplanned evacuations during a disaster can cause great 
stress on a community and on the individuals in that 
community. Some of the stressful factors related to 
sudden evacuations are the following: 

¶ Disruptions of daily life routines 

¶ Separation from family, friends, and coworkers 

¶ Worries about the condition of homes and the 
community 

¶ Concerns about pets 

¶ Loss of family pictures and special items 

¶ Difficulties getting around in a new location 

The stress of evacuation can lead to feelings of isolation 
in the new location and of being neglected by society 
and government. Evacuees also may feel there was not 
adequate time to prepare for the evacuation. 

 

First Steps of Recovery 

Recovering from a disaster occurs in phases over days, 
weeks, and months. Soon after being uprooted by a 
disaster, you can start the recovery process. During this 
time, there are three general steps you can take to 
improve the mental and emotional strength of your 
family. The following steps will help you to begin to 
retake control over your life. 

Step 1: Rebuild physical strength and health.  

Once you and your loved ones are in a safe and secure 
place (e.g., a shelter, a new apartment, or a place with 
relatives or friends), make sure to tend to everyone's 
immediate medical needs if there are any. Be sure 
everyone has enough to eat and drink to regain their 
physical strength. Make sure everyone gets some restful 
sleep in as private a space as possible. Rebuilding 
physical strength is a good first step to calm shattered 
emotions. 

 



11 

RESPONSE 
 

Wildfires Resource Guide 
 

 
Step 2: Restore daily activities.  

Restoring daily routines helps build a sense of being 
home mentally and emotionally, even in the absence of 
a physical home. Simple routines that your family 
normally does together, such as family walks, watching 
television, and reading bedtime stories, help pull the 
pieces of daily life back together even in a new place. 
Restoring daily activities rebuilds the normal sense of 
morning, afternoon, evening, and night. Even though 
you are away from home and in a strange place, try to 
resume the daily routines as much as possible. 

Step 3: Provide comfort. 

Family members are better able to deal with the stress 
of relocation when they are comfortable and informed. 
Comfort can be increased by 

¶ Providing your family with information about other 
family, friends, and news of home 

¶ Expressing affection for family members in the ways 
your family normally shows affection 

¶ Discussing, when ready, the emotions associated 
with the disaster and relocation, such as feelings of 
loss; missing home; and worries about family 
members, friends, and pets. 

Emotional Healing 

After the initial emergency has passed and the shock 
and confusion from disaster relocation have subsided, 
the physical rebuilding and long-term emotional 
recovery phase begins. This longer recovery phase has 
two steps: 

1. Assess all physical and emotional losses. This 
inventory can help you identify practical actions to 
take in rebuilding the physical losses the family has 
experienced. 

2. Develop an emotional understanding of the disaster 
experience and your relocation situation to help 
rebuild family life. Working through emotions takes 
time. There is no set time frame or stages for it. 

Resolving emotions is a natural healing process that 
relies on talking to friends about your feelings; mentally 
sorting your emotions; and receiving practical and 
emotional help from family, friends, your place of 
worship, or other organized support groups in the 
community. 

Your personal support groups can help you process your 
emotions and understand your experiences. Emotional 
processing involves experiencing the emotions 
associated with the disaster and figuring out what the 
disaster means to your life. One way that many people 
work through their emotions is by telling the story of 
what happened. 

Many people who have lived through a natural disaster 
or terrorist attack have an overwhelming urge to tell the 
story over and over again. By sharing stories, you and 
those around you can sort out the sequence of events 
associated with the disaster, which at first may be a 
confused jumble. By telling the story, you can get input 
from others about what they saw and begin to put 
meaning into the experience. 

Generally, as you heal emotionally over time, the story 
will pull together into an organized account that will 
have vivid details, emotions, and reflections about 
lessons learned during the experience. With emotional 
healing, thoughts and dreams about the disaster will be 
less painful. You will have gained some emotional 
distance from the events of the disaster. How long this 
process takes depends on what happened during the 
disaster and your own unique mental and emotional 
makeup. You will always associate some pain with the 
disaster, but it will not be so overwhelming after the 
passage of time allows for emotional healing. 

Signs That Professional Help Is Needed 

Here are some signs that the person is overwhelmed by 
emotions and may need help: 

¶ The story is too painful to tell.  

¶ The person creates a wall of silence around the 
event for a long time.  

¶ The person cannot express or experience his or her 
feelings.  

¶ Dreams and thoughts of the experience continue to 
evoke very painful emotions that do not go away.  

¶ The person's behavior dramatically changes.  

¶ The person has thoughts of self-harm or hurting 
others.  

If these signs are present, an appointment with a mental 
health professional should be arranged to help with the 
healing process. 
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How Disaster-Related Stress Affects  
Young People  

Disaster-related stress affects young people  
in several ways: 

¶ Damage, injuries, and deaths that result from an 
unexpected or uncontrollable event are difficult for 
most young people to understand.  

¶ Following a disaster, a young person's view of the 
world as safe and predictable is temporarily lost. 
This is true of adults as well. 

¶ Young people express their feelings and reactions in 
various ways, especially in different age groups. 
Many are confused about what has happened and 
about their feelings. Not every child has immediate 
reactions; some can have delayed reactions that 
show up days, weeks, or even months later, and 
some may never have a reaction. Children's 
reactions are strongly affected by the emotional 
reactions of their parents and the adults around 
them. 

¶ Young people can easily become afraid that a similar 
event will happen again and that they or their family 
will be injured or killed. 

How Young People Show Stress 

It is normal for young people to show signs of stress 
after a disaster. Young people show signs of stress 
differently at different ages or school levels. This article 
looks at three age groupings: 

¶ Preschool years 

¶ Elementary and middle school years 

¶ High school and teenage years 

Signs of Stress: Preschoolers 

Signs that preschool-age children may be experiencing 
normal, but high, levels of stress may include 

¶ Waking up confused and frightened from bad 
dreams 

¶ Being reluctant to go to bed or refusing to sleep 
alone 

¶ Acting and showing behaviors younger than their 
actual age, such as whining,  thumb-sucking, bed-
wetting, baby talk, or fear of darkness 

¶ Clinging to adults more than normal 

¶ Complaining often about illnesses such as 
stomachaches 

¶ Not having fun doing things they normally enjoyed 

¶ Being irritable 

Signs of Stress: Elementary or Middle-School Age 

Signs that elementary or middle-school-age children are 
experiencing normal, but high, levels of stress may 
include 

¶ Ongoing concern over their own safety and the 
safety of others in their school or family 

¶ Irrational fears 

¶ Becoming extremely upset for little or no reason 

¶ Having nightmares and sleep problems 

¶ Experiencing problems in school, such as truancy or 
misbehavior (e.g., loss of interest, withdrawal, or 
excessive need for attention)  

¶ Complaining of headaches or stomachaches without 
cause 

¶ Not having fun doing things they normally enjoyed 

¶ Disruptive behaviorsτoutbursts of anger and 
fighting 

¶ Being numb to their emotions 

¶ Experiencing guilt or shame about what they did or 
did not do during the disaster 

Signs of Stress: High-School Age 

Signs that teenagers may be experiencing normal, but 
high, levels of stress include 

¶ Feeling self-conscious about their feelings 
concerning the disaster 

¶ Feeling fearful, helpless, and concerned about being 
labeled "abnormal" or different from their friends 
or classmates (this may lead to social withdrawal)  

¶ Experiencing shame or guilt about the disaster 

¶ Expressing fantasies about retribution concerning 
people connected to disaster events 

¶ Not having fun doing things they normally enjoyed 

¶ Difficulty concentrating 

¶ Impulsive behaviors 

¶ Emotional numbing 

¶ Seeing the world as an unsafe place 
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Helping Young People Understand a Disaster 

Disasters can hit young people hard. It is difficult for 
them to understand and accept that there are events in 
their lives that cannot be controlled or predicted. When 
facing an unknown and potentially dangerous situation, 
young people usually look to adults for answers and 
help.  

Talk with young people at a level in line with their age. 
Children handle information differently at different ages. 
Preschool-age children cannot handle as much 
information as teenagers. 

Before you as an adult can help young people cope with 
a disaster, it is important for you to recognize your own 
natural feelings of helplessness, fear, and anger, if these 
exist. Until this occurs, you will not be able to give a 
young person the full emotional help he or she needs. 
Nothing is wrong with letting young people know that 
you do not have all the answers. Things that can be done 
immediately include the following: 

¶ Let young people know how you see the family 
situation improvingτfor example, your plans for 
their school, your work, and family housing.  

¶ Communicate a positive "I'm not helpless" attitude, 
stressing that "we can get through this together."  

¶ Ask for parenting or other help if the situation gets 
beyond your abilities and control.  

These actions will start the healing process and help 
young people to feel relief in knowing the family will 
regain control and restore their lives. 

Parenting Tips for Helping Young People 
Manage Stress 

You can use these practical parenting tips to help deal 
with managing high levels of stress in young people. 
Choose the age-appropriate approach for your child.  

For Preschool-Age Children 

¶ Reassure young children that the disaster was not 
their fault in any way.  

¶ Talk with children about how they are feeling, and 
listen without judgment.  

¶ Let children know they can have their own feelings, 
which may be different from the feelings of others.  

¶ Let children take their own time to figure things out.  

¶ Do not expect children to be brave or ask them to 
pretend that they do not think or feel as they do.  

¶ Give preschoolers small bits of information in 
relation to their questions. Too much information 
can confuse them.  

For Preschool and School-Age Children 

¶ Return to former routines of bedtime, eating, and so 
forth as soon as possible. If this is not possible, 
develop new routines. The structure of a routine 
provides security and assurance.  

¶ Do not expect children to be brave or tough or not 
to cry.  

¶ Do not minimize the event.  

¶ Hug your children. Hugging lets your children know 
that someone is there for them.  

¶ Allow special privileges, such as leaving the light on 
when they sleep.  

¶ Spend extra time with your children at bedtime. 
Read stories, listen to music, and talk quietly.  

¶ Children, just like adults, cope better when healthy. 
Make sure children are getting balanced meals, 
proper exercise, and enough rest.  

¶ Find ways to emphasize to your children that you 
love them.  

¶ Encourage children and adolescents to feel in 
control by letting them choose which clothes to 
wear, what food to eat at meals, and so forth.  

Activities to Help Children Manage Disaster-
Related Stress 

Consider the following ideas. These activities and tips 
can help young people manage stress. 

For Preschool- and School-Age Children 

¶ Encourage children to draw or paint pictures of how 
they feel about their experiences. Hang the pictures 
at a level where children can see them easily. Talking 
about their drawings can help lessen feelings of 
stress.  

¶ Playing with Play-Doh or clay is good way for 
children to release tension.  

¶ Playing music is fun and valuable for children.  
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¶ Creating music with instruments or rhythm toys 
helps relieve stress and tension.  

¶ Make puppets with the children and put on a puppet 
show for family and friends, or help children put on 
a skit that helps them communicate about what 
happened.  

¶ Don't let children watch too much disaster-related 
television. Hearing about the events and seeing the 
tragic images over and over again will certainly raise 
their anxiety.  

¶ Be aware of your own emotional reactions around 
your children. It is all right to share your feelings, but 
you must also show your children that you are in 
control of your emotions. Do not look to children for 
your emotional support. 

For Teenagers  

¶ Encourage your teenager to talk one-on-one with a 
trusted adult or in a small group of peers about the 
event. Generally, this is most successful when you 
begin with general events, move to more event-
specific experiences, and follow with each person's 
experiences with the disaster.  

¶ Teenagers may wish to talk about values, moral 
issues, and the meaning of the disaster. 

When Young People May Need Additional Help 

Situations may develop when young people need 
additional help dealing with emotional aftereffects of 
the disaster. Young people may benefit from help from a 
health care professional if the emotional stress 
associated with the disaster does not get better in a few 
weeks or when they 

¶ Display continual and aggressive emotional 
outbursts 

¶ Show serious problems at school (e.g., fighting, 
skipping school, arguments with teachers, or food 
fights)  

¶ Withdraw completely from family and friends 

¶ Cannot cope with routine problems or daily activities 

¶ Engage in vandalism or juvenile law-breaking 
activities 

¶ Express suicidal ideas 

Reaching out for help is not a sign of weakness. People 
have limits and sometimes need help when stretched 
beyond their limits. Seeking help from others can offer 
solutions that may not be known to you. 

Issues and Tips Regarding Stress Effects in 
Older People 

Several issues need to be taken into account when 
helping elderly friends and family who may be under 
stress after a disaster and who are suffering from the 
effects of a sudden relocation. Consider the following 
concerns.  

Communication Problems 

Some older persons in shelters or in new surroundings 
may have difficulty 

¶ Understanding family and friends 

¶ Talking to people or answering questions 

These communication problems may be caused by 
normal, age-related problems with memory, seeing, and 
hearing, and the reduced ability to physically move 
because of illnesses or the effects of medications. Make 
sure that the older person has the eyeglasses he or she 
needs and that hearing aids are on before talking to him 
or her. Be patient and calm. Speak loudly enough to be 
heard, but do not shout. Keep your messages simple and 
clear. Repeat information, and make sure that the 
person in your care hears and understands what is said. 

Danger From Falls 

Be aware that in unfamiliar settings, clutter and poor 
lighting could cause an elderly person to fall. Balance 
problems, muscle weakness, and medications can add to 
the risk of falling. Check new living quarters for anything 
that could lead to a fallτfor example, loose throw rugs. 
Make sure stairs and hallways are well lit. Provide 
walking assistance if needed. 

Chronic Illness and Dietary Considerations 

Arthritis may prevent an elderly family member from 
standing in a line. Some medications can cause mental 
confusion or a greater susceptibility to problems such as 
dehydration. Memory problems can cause 
communication problems. Neglect of special meal needs 
in certain illnesses can lead to medical crises. 
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As soon as possible, make sure the elderly family 
member 

¶ Has all of his or her medicines 

¶ Eats the foods required to manage illnesses 

¶ Has written diet and medication information along 
in case he or she is separated from you 

¶ Establishes contact with his or her medical care 
provider, or finds a new one and provides his or her 
medical history to the care provider 

Disoriented Behavior 

At night, when nearby surroundings are not seen as well 
as in the day, some elderly people with mild or 
moderate dementia or problems thinking clearly can 
become confused about where they are. You may need 
to orient them to time and place. 

Make sure the elderly person has a clock and a calendar 
in his or her room. If you have any of his or her familiar 
things, place those in the room. Be sure that there is 
some soft, nonglaring light in the room and that it is as 
quiet and calm as possible. If you cannot reorient the 
elderly person to where he or she is and your efforts are 
upsetting, just reassure him or her and distract the 
person with other activities. 

Multiple-Loss Effect 

The elderly family member who may have lost his or her 
spouse, income, home, or physical capabilities may have 
difficulty "bouncing back" from the loss. Show empathy 
for the person's situation by listening. Give comfort by 
your presence, and let him or her know you are there 
and care. Do not minimize what he or she has lost. 

Worries About Loss of Independence 

Loss of the ability to live independently because of a 
disaster-related injury or loss of a home can be the 
biggest blow that a disaster deals older people. Within 
the constraints of the situation, allow them to do what 
they can for themselves and keep as much dignity and 
independence as is possible. 

Welfare Stigma and Unfamiliarity With 
Bureaucracy 

Many older family members are unwilling to accept 
government welfare assistance because they have 
always "paid their way." In a disaster, however, 
government help may be needed. Their unwillingness to 
accept help may be made worse by unfamiliarity with 
government services for which they are eligible, 
particularly during disasters. If the person is reluctant to 
accept assistance, relate the assistance to a time when 
he or she helped someone in need, or explain that this 
help comes from taxes he or she has paid. 

Getting Too Hot or Too Cold 

Older people may not handle extremes of heat or cold 
well. Either too much heat or too much cold can have 
marked effects upon them. This becomes critical in 
disasters that close down furnaces or air conditioners. 
Be aware of the need to keep elderly family members 
out of extremes of heat and cold. 

Dehydration 

Elderly people are more susceptible to dehydration. 
They do not feel thirsty as quickly as young people and 
do not drink water and other liquids as often. Some of 
the medicine they take can also lead to water loss. 
Check to make sure that your elderly relatives have 
access to safe, clean drinking water and that they are 
drinking it. Watch for signs of dehydration such as 
sunken eyes, no tears, and dry mouth. 

Language and Cultural Barriers 

Lower reading skill levels among some elders and 
inadequate command of the English language among 
speakers of other languages can cause confusion and 
frustration at relief centers or in new housing locations. 
Try to match the elderly person with someone fluent in 
his or her native language. 

Dealing With Change 

Remember that elderly people have strengths gained 
from a lifetime of coping with adversity. Know also that 
elderly people tend to underreport problems, both to 
family and physicians, as they may want to cope on their 
own. Therefore, it is important to pay attention to how 
they feel and act in times of change and relocation. 
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Signs of Stress in Older People 

Elders can suffer various symptoms from worsening of 
preexisting medical problems, problems with 
medications, new illnesses, or psychological stress. 
Therefore, it is important to make sure that they are 
medically stable before deciding that these symptoms 
are due to emotional stress. 

Under stress, whether from physical or emotional 
sources, people who are elderly can 

¶ Become mentally confused 

¶ Tire easily 

¶ Withdraw from friends and family 

¶ Undergo personality changes in severe cases 

You should also know that older people might tend to 
complain of bodily symptoms rather than emotional 
problems when under stress. Again, remember not to 
dismiss any bodily symptoms as just due to stress. 

Special Issues for Frail Elders 

Many elderly are very healthy, well-functioning, capable 
adults. For example, according to the U.S. Agency for 
Toxic Substances and Disease Registry, at age 60 years, 
only 15% of elderly people suffer from dementia; at age 
85 years, 50% of the elderly are affected by dementia. 
The older, frailer elders are the ones who may be more 
vulnerable in a disaster due to medical illnesses. 

How to Help Older People Deal With Stress 

In general terms, these principles will help guide you 
when helping an elderly person deal with the stress of 
evacuation and relocation: 

¶ Provide strong and persistent verbal reassurance.  

¶ Assist with recovery of physical possessions as is 
safe, make frequent home visits, and arrange for 
companions.  

¶ Give special attention to suitable residential 
relocation, ideally in familiar surroundings with 
friends or acquaintances.  

¶ Help reestablish contact with family and friends.  

¶ Assist in obtaining medical and financial assistance.  

¶ Help reestablish medication and any dietary 
regimens.  

¶ Provide transportation to the doctor, grocery store, 
and the like. 

 

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC), Agency for Toxic Substances and 
Disease Registry (ATSDR). (Reviewed 2017 [Ed.]). Relocation stress: 
Helping families deal with the stress of relocation after a disaster. 
Retrieved December 7, 2017, from http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/ 

http://www.atsdr.cdc.gov/


17 

RESPONSE 
 RESPIRATORS CAN PROTECT YOUR 

LUNGS FROM WILDFIRE SMOKE 
 

Wildfires Resource Guide 
 

 

Wildfire smoke can irritate your eyes, nose, throat, and 
lungs. It can make you cough and wheeze, and can make 
it hard to breathe. If you have asthma or another lung 
disease, or heart disease, inhaling wildfire smoke can be 
especially harmful. 

If you cannot leave the smoky area, good ways to 
protect your lungs from wildfire smoke include staying 
indoors and reducing physical activity. Wearing a special 
mask called a particulate respirator can also help protect 
your lungs from wildfire smoke.  

How to Choose the Correct Mask to Protect 
Your Lungs 

¶ Choose a particulate respirator that has the word 
NIOSH (for the National Institute for Occupational 
Safety and Health) and either N95 or P100 printed 
on it. These are sold at many hardware and home-
repair stores and pharmacies. 

¶ Choose a mask that has two straps that go around 
your head. DO NOT choose a mask with only one 
strap or with straps that just hook over the ears. 

¶ Choose a size that will fit over your nose and under 
your chin. It should seal tightly to your face. These 
masks do not come in sizes that fit young children. 

¶ Do not use bandanas (wet or dry), paper, surgical 
masks, or tissues held over the mouth and nose. 
These will not protect your lungs from wildfire 
smoke. 

How to Use a Mask 

¶ Place the mask over your nose and under your chin, 
with one strap placed below the ears and one strap 
above. 

¶ Pinch the metal part of the mask tightly over the top 
of your nose. 

¶ The mask fits best on clean-shaven skin. 

¶ Throw out your mask when it gets harder to breathe 
through, or if the inside gets dirty. Use a new mask 
each day if you can. 

¶ It is harder to breathe through a mask, so take 
breaks often if you work outside. 

¶ If you feel dizzy or nauseated, go to a less smoky 
area, take off your mask, and get medical help. 

¶ If you have a heart or lung problem, ask your doctor 
before using a mask. For more information about 
protecting yourself from wildfire smoke, call your 
local health department. 

________________________________________________________
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) & California 
Environmental Protection Agency, Air Resources Board (ARB). 
(Revised 2016, May). Appendix B: Protect your lungs from wildfire 
smoke ς Fact sheet from California Department of Public Health. In 
Wildfire smoke: A guide for public health officials (pp. 54ς55). 
Retrieved December 7, 2017, from https://www.epa.gov/  
 

https://www.epa.gov/
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Wildfires expose children to a number of environmental 
hazards like fire; smoke; psychological stress; and the 
by-products of burnt wood, plastics, and other chemicals 
released from burning structures and furnishings. During 
or immediately after the wildfire, the major hazards to 
children are fire and smoke. Stress from seeing the fires 
and the emotional responses of those around them can 
also impact children during this time. Although some of 
the exposures children may encounter in this setting 
may cause or worsen health problems (described later), 
there are important ways that parents can protect their 
children. 

Children, individuals with preexisting lung or 
cardiovascular problems, pregnant women, elderly, and 
smokers are especially vulnerable to environmental 
hazards such as smoke. Children are in a critical period 
of development when toxic exposures can have 
profound negative effects, and their exploratory 
behavior often places them in direct contact with 
materials that adults would avoid. What follows are the 
most critical environmental hazards that exist during or 
immediately after the wildfire. 

Health Effects of Smoke 

Smoke consists of very small particles, liquid  
droplets, and gases such as carbon monoxide,  
carbon dioxide, and other volatile organic  
compounds such as formaldehyde and acrolein.  
The actual content of smoke depends on  
the substance that is burning. 

Symptoms from smoke inhalation can  
include chest tightness, shortness of breath,  
wheezing, coughing, respiratory tract and  
eye burning, chest pain, dizziness or  
light-headedness, and other symptoms.  
Asthma symptoms may flare up. The risk of  
developing cancer from short-term exposures  
to smoke is very small. 

Recommendations 

¶ Stay indoors with windows and doors closed and any 
gaps in the building envelope sealed. Avoid 
strenuous activity. 

¶ If available and if needed for comfort, run an air-
conditioner on the "recirculate" setting. Be sure to 
change the filter at appropriate intervals. Some 
electronic air cleaners and ozone-generating "filters" 
can generate dangerous amounts of ozone indoors. 
These ozone-filtration systems do not remove 
harmful contaminants from the air and are not 
recommended. 

¶ Never operate gasoline-powered generators 
indoorsτthey produce dangerous carbon monoxide. 
Avoid smoking, using wood stoves, and other 
activities that add to indoor air contamination. 

¶ If there is a period of improved air quality, open up 
(air out) the house, and clean to remove dust 
particles that have accumulated inside. 

 


