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 D I R E C T  F R O M  C D C  E N V I R O N M E N TA L  H E A LT H  S E R V I C E S

D uring summer 2017, the U.S. and 
its territories were struck by three 
major hurricanes—Harvey, Irma, 

and Maria—within the span of one month. 
The damage caused by these storms was dev-
astating, leaving widespread flooding, power 
outages, and interruptions to everyday life 
for millions of people.

The mental health impact of these storms 
was severe. By late 2017 and early 2018, 
media outlets reported increased suicide rates 
and mental illness in Puerto Rico following 
Hurricane Maria (Acevedo, 2018; Campbell, 
2018; Dickerson, 2017; Dickerson & Bourne, 
2018; Jackson, 2018; Perez, 2018). Ado-
lescents were not exempt from these men-
tal health impacts. A 2018 survey of public 
school students in Puerto Rico administered 
5–9 months after Hurricane Maria made 
landfall showed that 7.2% of children and 

adolescents in grades 3–12 reported symp-
toms of clinically significant post-traumatic 
stress disorder (Orengo-Aguayo et al., 2019).

Stress Following Natural 
Disasters Can Affect the Mental 
Health of Adolescents
Distress caused by natural disasters can cause 
emotional, mental, and physical problems. 
It can affect a person’s ability to think clearly, 
making it harder for them to process infor-
mation and, in turn, follow health and safety 
guidance (Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention [CDC], 2019a). On an emotional 
level, distress can lead to a person feeling fear-
ful, angry, sad, worried, numb, or frustrated. 
It can affect their sleep, appetite, and energy 
levels. Distress can even worsen chronic health 
problems and cause headaches, body pains, 
stomach issues, and skin rashes (CDC, 2019b).

For children and adolescents (ages 11–19), 
these reactions can be heightened by the 
physical, mental, emotional, and social 
changes that normally occur at this stage of 
development. In response to trauma, adoles-
cents might act out, argue with their fami-
lies, and spend less time with friends. They 
might also find it harder to express their feel-
ings or really understand what is bothering 
them; they might claim to be fine when they 
are not, stay silent, or complain of physical 
pains or aches (Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration, 2013).

Mental health is already a growing con-
cern among our nation’s youth. According 
to the Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention’s (CDC) Youth Risk Behavior Survey 
(2020a), more than 1 in 3 high school stu-
dents in 2019 experienced persistent feelings 
of sadness or hopelessness, 40% higher than 
in 2009. Rates of suicide are also on the rise 
for adolescents—in 2019, approximately 1 in 
6 reported making a suicide plan in the past 
year. Because adolescents are already vulner-
able to poor mental health, it is important 
that we address their unique needs by pro-
viding the resources they need after a natu-
ral disaster. By doing so, they might be bet-
ter able to manage their feelings and make 
healthier decisions.

Healthy Coping Strategies Can 
Help Adolescents Find Resilience 
and Hope During Difficult Times
In late 2020, CDC launched a new website 
(www.cdc.gov/disasters/teens.html) to help 
adolescents who are dealing with the after-
math of a natural disaster. The site features a 
video series, Finding a New Normal: Life After 
a Natural Disaster, that highlights the expe-
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rience of four youths who have experienced 
different natural disasters, including hurri-
canes and wildfi res. They share their stories 
and advice to help others better cope after 
natural disasters.

In one of the videos, Mariana, an adolescent 
who dealt with the aftermath of Hurricane 
Maria in Puerto Rico, talks about the impor-
tance of staying connected to loved ones. “Stay 
close to the people that love you and help each 
other get through this diffi cult time. Always 
share and help people—and try not to take 
anything for granted,” Mariana said in her seg-
ment. Jaylon, another adolescent, talks about 
how helping his community helped him feel 
better (CDC, 2020b; Figure 1).

The adolescents also talked about how 
their hobbies helped them get through those 
diffi cult times. Alexis, who experienced wild-
fi res, spoke about how swimming helped her 
cope with her stress (Figure 2). “What helped 
me most when I’m stressed and overwhelmed 
is swimming. I play water polo, I surf, and 
I’m on the swim team, so being in the water 
really helps me,” Alexis said in her video. 
Abby discussed how her artwork helped her 
stay relaxed (CDC, 2020b).

Adolescents and youths can use the website 
as a source for tips and suggestions to help 
them cope with any diffi cult feelings they 
might be experiencing. Tips include eating 
healthy, getting plenty of sleep, taking breaks, 

and exercising on a regular basis. They are 
also encouraged to talk to others about their 
problems and seek help if needed. Instruc-
tions on how to reach the Substance Abuse 
and Mental Health Services Administration’s 
Disaster Distress Hotline are included (CDC, 
2020c). In addition, the website also hosts a 
series of social media graphics, messages, and 
posters that adolescents can use and share 
with their friends and communities.

These resources are available in English and 
Spanish. Teachers, mental health professionals, 
parents, and others who work closely with ado-
lescents can use the information on this website 
to share with them. You can access the website 
at www.cdc.gov/disasters/teens.html. 

Corresponding Author: Sabrina Riera, Health 
Communication Specialist, National Center 
for Environmental Health, Centers for Dis-

Example of a Social Media Post

Text from the post: If you’ve been through a 
natural disaster, remember that you’re not alone. 
Watch Jaylon’s story and learn ways to feel better 
at https://www.cdc.gov/disasters/teens.html. 
#LifeAfterDisaster

FIGURE 1

Example of a Poster From the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention’s Finding a New Normal Video

Video available at www.cdc.gov/disasters/teens.html.

In the months after a wildfire damaged her 
neighborhood, Alexis found joy in her favorite sports.

What helps me the most 
when I’m stressed and 
overwhelmed is swimming. 
I play water polo, I surf, 
and I’m on the swim team, 
so being in the water 
really helps me.really helps me.really helps me.

If you’ve been through a natural disaster, it’s totally normal to feel 
overwhelmed. Getting active and doing things you love can help 
you feel better. Watch Alexis’s story and learn more ways to cope at 
www.cdc.gov/disasters/teens.

Need to talk to someone? Call or 
text the SAMHSA Disaster Distress 
Helpline at 1-800-985-5990.

FIGURE 2
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ease Control and Prevention, 4770 Buford 
Highway NE, Atlanta, GA 30341.
Email: ngq1@cdc.gov.
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A credential today can improve all your tomorrows.

Choosing a career that protects the basic 
necessities like food, water, and air for 
people in your communities already proves 
that you have dedication. Now, take the 
next step and open new doors with the 
Registered Environmental Health Specialist/

Registered Sanitarian (REHS/RS) credential from NEHA. It is 
the gold standard in environmental health and shows your 
commitment to excellence—to yourself and the communities 
you serve.

Find out if you are eligible to apply at neha.org/rehs.

REHS/RS

NEHA has updated the Registered Environmental Health Specialist/
Registered Sanitarian (REHS/RS) exam, which will be released on 
September 1, 2021. NEHA has posted an FAQ document and the revised 
blueprint of the exam to provide more information. Learn more at 
www.neha.org/rehs. 
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