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• Overview of disasters and disaster effects

• Understanding disaster media coverage

• Youth disaster media effects research

• Resources for helping

AGENDA
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• A potentially 

traumatic event that 

is collectively 

experienced, has an 

acute onset, and is 

time-delimited

– (McFarlane and 

Norris, 2006)

Disaster
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• A severe disruption, 

ecological  and 

psychosocial, which 

greatly exceeds the 

coping capacity of the 

altered community

– (World Health 

Organization, 1992)

Disaster



DISASTER AND COMMUNITY CRISIS CENTER  | UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI

• Natural

• Human-caused
– Non-intentional/technological

• Industrial accidents

• Transportation accidents

• Ecological/environmental 
destruction

– Intentional Violence
• Mass shooting

• War

• Civil strife, Ethnic conflict

• Terrorism

Disaster



Community Crises
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Disaster Effects

• Disasters can harm or injure people

• Disasters can have economic effects

• Disasters can have environmental effects (built 
and natural)

• Disasters can have psychological effects on 
people.
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Psychosocial Disaster Effects

http://emergency.cdc.gov/mentalhealth/
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• Fear and anxiety

– Fear of death or 

injury

– Fear of losing 

significant others

– Separation anxiety

Youth Disaster Reactions
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• Sadness

– Related to losses

– Empathic sorrow

• Grief

Youth Disaster Reactions
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• Anger

– Towards the people 

who did it

– Towards the people 

who didn’t stop it

Youth Disaster Reactions
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• Guilt

– Survivor guilt

– Real or imagined 

culpability

• Regret

– Wishing to have 

acted differently

Youth Disaster Reactions
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• Changes in behavior

– Regression
• Bedwetting, 

clinginess

– Sleep troubles
• Difficulty falling 

asleep

• Nightmares

Youth Disaster Reactions
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• Changes in behavior

– Irritability

– Impulsiveness

– Somatic complaints

– School problems

– Antisocial conduct

Youth Disaster Reactions
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• PTSD

• Depression

Youth Disaster Reactions





Media Extend the Reach of Disaster



Understanding Disaster Media 
Coverage
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• “What average citizens and officials expect about 
disasters, what they come to know of ongoing 
disasters, and what they learn from disasters that 
have occurred, are primarily although not 
exclusively learned from mass media accounts.”

– (Quarantelli, 1991)

Disaster Media Coverage
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• News coverage of 
natural and manmade 
disasters captures the 
American public’s 
attention more than 
any other issue.

– (Pew Research Center 
2007, 2010)

Disaster Media Coverage



DISASTER AND COMMUNITY CRISIS CENTER  | UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI

Tell the public what happened 

(or what will happen)

Role of Media (During a Disaster)

Public wants to know what 
is happening during a 
disaster or crisis, and the 
media are there to tell that 
story and provide that 
information
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Role of Media (During a Disaster)

• Watchdog

– Keep entities accountable

• Cause, blame, responsibility
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Role of Media (During a Disaster)

• Watchdog

– Keep entities accountable

• Cause, blame, responsibility

• Objective

• Generate revenue

– Advertising, increase subscribers
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Disaster Media Coverage

• Media often focuses 
on the most 
sensational aspects
• Death
• Injury
• Destruction
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• Images and video are 
repetitive 
• Cars overturned
• Destroyed homes
• Dramatic rescues

Disaster Media Coverage
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• For national media, 
coverage of a disaster 
is typically short lived

(Houston, Pfefferbaum, & 
Rosenholtz, 2012)

Disaster Media Coverage



Effects of Disaster Media Coverage  
on Youth
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Disaster Media Coverage

Disaster media 
coverage may have an 
effect on children and 
youth even if they are 
not directly impacted 
by the event
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• Children exposed to media coverage may 

experience:

– Fear

– Anxiety 

– Distress

– Repetitive thoughts about the event

– Sleep Disturbances

Children and Media



Media Extend the Reach of Disaster
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PTSD in DSM-5:

• experience first-hand 
repeated or extreme 
exposure to aversive 
details of the traumatic 
event (not through 
media, pictures, 
television or movies 
unless work-related)

Youth Disaster Reactions



Research
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Youth and Disaster Media Coverage

Most of the research focuses on terrorism

– Review by Pfefferbaum et al. 2014 found 36 

disaster media effects studies (youth and 

adult), of which 29 (80.6%) addressed 

terrorist events



Exposure
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Youth and Disaster Media Coverage

• Youth exposed to a lot of coverage of the 

Oklahoma City bombing

– (Pfefferbaum et al., 1999, 2002) 

• And September 11 terrorist attacks

– (Holmes, Creswell, & O’Connor, 2007; 

Phillips, Prince, & Schiebelhut, 2004; Saylor, 

Cowart, Lipovsky, Jackson, & Finch, 2003)
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Youth and Disaster Media Coverage

• Approximately 1 in 5 children in Boston 

area watched >3 hours of TV bombing 

coverage on day of bombing (Comer et 

al., 2014)
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• 56% of youth (4th to 8th grade) in New 

Orleans who experienced Hurricane 

Katrina watched a lot or a whole lot of 

Hurricane Gustav TV coverage

Youth and Disaster Media Coverage
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Youth and Disaster Media Coverage

• Older children and male children watched 

more 9/11 coverage 

– (Duarte et al., 2011; Saylor et al., 2003; 

Schuster et al., 2001)
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Youth and Disaster Media Coverage

• Oklahoma City children who lost a friend 

in the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing 

watched more bombing-related television 

than children who did not experience a 

loss 

– (Pfefferbaum et al., 2000)
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Youth and Disaster Media Coverage

• New York City children who were directly 

exposed to the 9/11 attacks were more 

likely to report “intensive” use of 9/11 

coverage via television, radio, 

newspapers, and magazines 

– (Duarte et al., 2011) 



Effects
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• 7 weeks after the OKC 
Bombing 2,000+ middle 
school students in OKC 
were surveyed

• For children without 
physical or emotional 
exposure to the 
bombing, television 
exposure was directly 
related to posttraumatic 
stress symptomology

Oklahoma City Bombing

--Pfefferbaum et al., 2001
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• Middle school students in a 
community 100 miles from OKC

• Print media exposure was more 
strongly associated with PTSS 
than broadcast exposure, 
however both were found to be 
significant

• Students who reported an 
emotional reaction to the media 
coverage exhibited more stress 
symptoms

Two Years after OKC Bombing

--Pfefferbaum et al., 2003
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• Sixty-nine 6th graders 

~100 miles from 

Oklahoma City

• Almost 20% of those 

in the sample reported 

bomb- related difficulty 

functioning 

Two Years after OKC Bombing

--Pfefferbaum et al., 2000
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Natural Disasters

• Natural disasters was found to be one of 

the most frightening forms of news for 

children

• Though the fear associated with media 

coverage of natural disasters decreased 

for children with age 

– (Cantor & Nathanson, 1996)
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• In a study of Israeli residents, a majority 

of parents indicated that following 

exposure to TV coverage of a terrorist 

attack, their children exhibited 

“preoccupation with the event in speech, 

play, drawings, etc.” 

– (Keinan, Sadeh, & Rosen, 2003, p. 157)

Israeli Youth
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• More 9/11 exposure more PTSS, more 
anxiety, more depression, worse 
behavior, reduced sense of security

– (Aber, Gershoff, Ware, & Kotler, 2004; 
Cardena, Dennis, Winkel, & Skitka, 2005; 
Schuster et al., 2001; Hoven et al., 2005; 
Kennedy, Charlesworth, & Chen, 2004; Otto 
et al., 2007)

September 11 terrorist attacks
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• Effects found for youth outside of NYC or 

Washington, DC

– Michigan, Seattle, London, India

• Effects found for child report and parent 

report of child

September 11 terrorist attacks
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• Parent report of youth TV exposure 

associated with parent report of youth 

PTSD symptoms, conduct problems, and 

total difficulties (Comer et al., 2014)

• Majority of caretakers did not restrict 

child’s exposure to TV coverage

Boston Marathon Bombing and 

Manhunt
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• Relationship between exposure to media 

coverage of terrorism AND posttraumatic stress

– Oklahoma city bombing, 9/11, Anthrax attacks, 

Israeli terrorist attacks, London train bombing

• 23 studies

• 22,670 participants

• Analysis in 2009

Meta-Analysis (Youth and Adult)
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• Effect size

– r = .152 (CI = .117 to .188)

– Cohen’s d = .31 (small effect size)

– comparable to the effect size documented in meta-

analyses of crosssectional and longitudinal studies 

of viewing television violence and aggression 

(Anderson and Bushman, 2002)

Meta-Analysis - Results
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• No differences in effect size for the different 

events
– September 11, 2001 U.S. terrorist attacks

– U.S. anthrax attack

– Missile attacks/bombings in Israel

– Madrid train bombing

– Oklahoma City bombing

Meta-Analysis - Results
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• Studies that 

measured multiple 

forms of media had 

greater effects than 

those that measured 

TV alone

Meta-Analysis - Results
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• Proximity to the event (in the same city, not in 

the same city) was a significant moderator

Meta-Analysis - Results
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• Age (adults, youth) was a significant moderator

Meta-Analysis - Results
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• Younger children
– May think replays of 

an event are the same 
thing is happening 
over and over

– May not understand 
the concept of 
distance from the 
disaster 

– Adults may not think 
about youth remote 
from event

Age and Distance



Additional Considerations



Media Coverage Creates a Cycle

Watch 
disaster 
related 
media

Worry and 
fear

Want more 
information 

about 
disaster
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• Different TV stations often 
show similar images and 
video clips

• Television is regulated

• If you watch any TV 
coverage, no matter the 
station, the coverage will be 
similar enough to be able to 
generalize to what a child 
has seen

Old and New Media

• Online media is often mixed 
media where websites may 
have videos, images, and text 
in one site

• Each webpage is different due 
to lack of regulation 

• May be impossible to know 
what is encountered online

• Media can be interactive or 
social

Traditional Media New Media



Resources for Helping
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dcc.missouri.edu

Resources
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Disaster Media Intervention (DMI)
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Disaster Media Intervention (DMI)
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Disaster Media Intervention (DMI)



DISASTER AND COMMUNITY CRISIS CENTER  | UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI

dcc.missouri.edu

Additional Resources



DISASTER AND COMMUNITY CRISIS CENTER  | UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI

dcc.missouri.edu

Additional Resources



dcc.missouri.edu



dcc.missouri.edu/hunter-eve
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dartcenter.org

Additional Resources
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nctsn.org

Additional Resources



Thank you – Questions?


