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Editorial

Post-Flood Mental Health Crisis: Neglected Consequences of Natural Disasters

Floods are often put into perspective within the
frame of visible destruction, such as houses and
agricultural lands ruined, and damaged infrastructure.
Still, the psychological damage that they cause to the
victims is no less terrible and is left in them even when
the water subsides. Research conducted globally has
indicated that floods cause recovery booms of
depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) in societies that are already poor and have
weak health systems. Psychological consequences of
natural disasters are a crisis to be considered and be
included in the disaster preparedness and disaster
recovery policies.

The systematic review of the consequences of
flooding found a linear association with large levels of
depression and PTSD particularly among individuals
who were displaced or had their means of livelihood
destroyed.! Greater evidence exists on natural
disasters confirming the same trends: exposure to
natural disasters is a major risk of mood and anxiety
disorders and the impact of disasters on mental health
is also likely to be long-term over the years.?
Longitudinal support of this image includes one
study, which monitored participants both prior to and
following floods, and found sharp rises in distress,
anxiety, and PTSD symptoms during the post-disaster
period.? It was found that the exposure to disasters
enhances prevalence rates of common mental
disorders across all settings, but the extent and
duration of the impact varies with vulnerability
factors.4 However, interventions remain a few. A
meta-analysis of prevention strategies found very little
evidence of support of psychosocial interventions in
the aftermath of natural hazards and stated that there
was much to be desired on scalable mental health
responses to the flood-affected population.’

Mental health burden is not only short-term but
also evolves over time. According to longitudinal
studies, there is a changing pattern of recovery of
survivors over time: some recover, while others do
not, due to social support, the availability of care, and
economic stability.® The case of the 2024 Bangladesh
flash floods shows this clearly. Cross-sectional surveys
showed disastrous levels of PTSD, depression, and
anxiety in survivors, with women and children being
disproportionately impacted.” Particular attention
should be paid to gendered vulnerabilities. A more
recent study in flood-prone communities showed that

men also experienced increased depression, stress, and
anxiety following floods, which disproves the belief
that women are the only ones who experience the
negative psychological effects. As the complementary
evidence indicates, the impacts of disasters on both
genders are not equal: the former tend to respond to
disasters by being stressed due to economic loss,
whereas the latter are more prone to the effects of
disasters due to the burden of caregiving and insecure
conditions.?

There are also other vulnerable groups, not
related to gender, that should also be given immediate
attention. There is a clear appreciation of extreme
weather and its association with disproportionate
mental health among the poor, the elderly, and those
with pre-existing illnesses.? Researchers noted that in
South Asia, with annual floods, the mental health
issue is still the consequence of the disaster that has
long been overlooked, especially in Pakistan, whose
2022 floods have left millions devastated, but with
psychosocial needs largely unmet.’® The elderly are
especially susceptible. In a scoping review, it was
established that older populations are affected by
flooding because it increases social isolation and
worsens depression, whereas community support
structures are poor.'! Disruption of livelihood is
especially critical. An empirical study of 2024 has also
directly associated economic damage after flooding
with increasing psychological distress, with those
affected by unemployment or agricultural failure
having the highest levels of depression and anxiety.!?

Climate change will only exacerbate floods, and
the lessons learned are evident: the mental health
impact cannot be an afterthought. Not only do the
survivors experience physical displacement, but they
also experience long-lasting psychological
displacement that compromises the resilience of the
community. Policy makers should incorporate mental
health services into the disaster preparedness and
recovery strategies, intensify local interventions, and
address the special needs of vulnerable people, such as
women, men, children, and the elderly. The danger of
ignoring this dimension is that it will continue to
create trauma cycles even after the floodwaters recede.
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