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ABSTRACT

Natural Disaster or Social Catastrophe?
Psychosocial consequences of the 1997 Polish Flood
The premise of this book is that the crux of coping with natural disasters such as floods, hurricanes, or
earthquakes is a dynamic interplay of individual and communal experiences. Simply, natural disasters are
more than individual-level events; they are community-level upheavals that bring harm, pain, and loss to
large numbers of people simultaneously. Thus the reality of individual victimization cannot be understood
without consideration of the collective reality of disaster experience.
The first four chapters of this monograph offer comprehensive reviews of the world’s literature
concerning mental health and social consequences of natural disasters. The order in which the chapters
are presented corresponds to the major postulates of a theoretical framework labeled ”Social Support
Deterioration Deterrence Model” (Kaniasty, Norris, 1997). The explicit basis of this model is that natural
disasters exert a powerful, adverse, and direct impact on psychological health (Chapter 1). At their onset,
disasters mobilize social support networks into a heroic and altruistic struggle to fulfill the immediate
needs and to shield victims from an overwhelming sense of loss. Although receipt of aid is influenced by
the extent of losses incurred in disaster, it is not completely equitable and is governed by various norms

and rules of inclusion and exclusion (Chapter 2). Most importantly, the initial rush of helping ceases long
before the stress of disaster is over. Eventually victims discover that their losses and psychological trauma
are accompanied by social disruption, interpersonal withdrawal, and a depletion of available resources.
The erosion of perceived social support and sense of belonging experienced by many victims may
inevitably contribute to poorer physical and mental health (Chapter 3). Chapter 4 aspires to reconcile
these very different, and at times conflicting, processes of social support mobilization and social support
deterioration that emerge in such contexts.
The ”Social Support Deterioration Deterrence Model” guided a longitudinal research project that
investigated mental health and social aftermath of a severe flood that devastated large areas of
southwestern Poland in July 1997. The study began a year after the disaster when 303 respondents from
affected areas were interviewed in their homes. Follow-up interviews were conducted at two 8-month
intervals, 20 and 28 months after the flood. Chapter 5 presents the study’s methodology and
comprehensive analyses of mental health consequences of this event (measured with instruments
assessing symptoms of PTSD, depression, and loneliness) and ensuing social support and community
processes (measured with instruments assessing received social support, sense of not being included in
the postdisaster altruistic community, perceived social support, and loss of
companionship).
Chapter 6 discusses many results of this investigation that evaluated in great detail the role of social
psychological dynamics of disaster recovery processes on victims’ well-being. Most generally, 12 months
after the event victims who experienced greater flood exposure (e.g., trauma associated with injuries and
threat to life, property, and material losses) exhibited more symptoms of depression and posttraumatic
stress disorder. The experience of trauma resulting from the flood continued its detrimental influence on
psychological health 20 and 28 months after the event. Victims’ reactions concerning the social climate in
the aftermath of the flood were strong predictors of mental health. Loss of companionship and social
withdrawal exerted negative influence on postdisaster psychological symptomatology. Negative
evaluations of the process of aid distribution and feelings of being less involved in the postdisaster
emergent altruistic community were associated with lasting losses in psychological resources and wellbeing.
At first, natural disasters entail destruction of lives, health, and possessions. Later, they often diminish
victims’ sense of social connectedness and their beliefs in goodness of the world and its people. This
monograph and the study described in it showed how acts of nature may become social catastrophes
because they undermine basic linkages and trusts that bond communities together. Such losses have
serious consequences for mental health and well-being of individuals and their communities. This book is
intended for readers interested in theoretical considerations and practical implications of psychological
and social dynamics in processes of coping with disasters and other collective traumas.
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