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R HVER

Psychological states among medical relief workers
in the Great East Japan Earthquake Disaster

Yoko Shimpuku!’, Nahoko Harada?’

1) St. Luke’s International University, 2) Boston College

Purpose : Researchers have shown that disaster relief workers are exposed to a wide range of stressors : these
exposures potentially influence their physical and mental health. This study aims to explore the psychological states
of medical relief workers of the Great East Japan Earthquake in 2011.

Method : Semi-structured interviews were conducted among six medical relief workers belonging to a private
sector, which sent more than 1000 relief workers, mainly health care providers, to the affected areas. The obtained
data were analyzed qualitatively using Garrard’s matrix method.

Results : Participants were involved in various activities beyond their professional roles, such as food preparation
and management of the donated materials. Before the relief work, they thought ‘T want to be a help for the affected
areas.” During the relief work, they experienced “gaps between expectations and reality.” After the relief work, they
were experiencing ‘lingering affection toward the disaster area.”

Discussion : Prior to their dispatch, the participants were well equipped for their excepted activities while they
were not sufficiently psychologically prepared. Because they prioritized relief work over their fundamental needs
such as rest and eat, participants seemed to experience vicarious trauma (e. g., endlessly listening to survivor sto-
ries) and burn-out feeling (e. g, negative emotion toward support activities). On the other hand, positive aspects of
relief work were also reported, suggesting their posttraumatic growth. To mitigate their psychological fatigue, it is
essential to : 1) utilize evaluable standards, 2) flexibly set realistic goals to gain positive appraisal, and 3) choose
evidence-based support approaches allied with the backup support.

Keywords : Disaster, Relief Work, Medical Relief Workerer, Psychological Stress, Qualitative Research
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