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Garfin et al1 collected data from 1637 residents in Florida before and after Hurricane Irma in
September 2017 and after Hurricane Michael in October 2018 by using a 3-wave panel survey and
investigated whether repeated exposure to hurricanes directly, indirectly, or through media was
associated with mental health, while controlling for prehurricane mental health and other
background characteristics. The authors found that (1) an individual’s own experience of being
affected, the experience of knowing someone who was affected, and the number of hours of
Hurricane Irma–related media exposure were positively associated with posttraumatic stress
symptoms and functional impairment after Hurricane Michael 1 year later and (2) Hurricane Irma–
related posttraumatic stress symptoms were positively associated with posttraumatic stress
symptoms and functional impairment after Hurricane Michael 1 year later, even after controlling for
demographic characteristics, socioeconomic characteristics, life events, physical loss owing to
hurricanes, and prehurricane mental health. The authors interpreted these outcomes as sensitization
owed to repeated or continued exposure to stressful circumstances. In other words, posttraumatic
stress may cumulatively increase with repeated exposure to difficult situations. Garfin et al1 noted
that exposure included indirect experience through knowing someone who was affected and indirect
exposure through the media. Difficult experiences heard from others or observed through the media
and one’s own difficult experiences may cumulatively accompany posttraumatic stress symptoms.
The authors also found that background characteristics were associated with posttraumatic stress
symptoms after hurricanes. However, a critical contribution of the article is that the authors
identified cumulative distress associated with direct and indirect exposure to natural disasters even
after controlling for a wide range of background characteristics. This finding is critical because it is
related to the understanding of humans by social scientists, notably economists and policy makers.

There are logically 2 possibilities for how humans behave during shocks and interventions. The
first is habituation; people tend to become used to things. The other is an association of cumulative
shocks and interventions with a change in mental health outcomes. Works in behavioral economics
have found that the effects of policy intervention, such as saving water or energy, helping the poor,
and accommodating immigrants, diminish from within a week to, at the longest, 1 year.2,3 People
tend to habituate in the way of “action and backsliding.”4 However, according to the article by Garfin
et al,1 with regard to experiences of being directly or indirectly exposed to concurrent severe
disasters, people might not habituate. Instead, their mental health might be cumulatively adversely
affected.

These findings have implications beyond medical science and public health. Concurrent
disasters and possible support for affected regions have been critical issues in development
economics. The immediate concerns have been physical and financial losses owing to disasters.
However, overcoming such physical and financial losses substantially depends on informal and
personal networks between affected residents, as empirical and experimental works of development
economics have shown.5

Informal and personal networks, by construction, rely on the mental resilience of the
constituents of local communities. Garfin et al1 found that indirect exposure to hurricanes through
talking with neighbors and through the media was positively associated with cumulative
posttraumatic stress symptoms. This finding suggests that the survey respondents may have lived in
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informal networks and felt the pain of their neighbors through these networks and through the
media. Repeated or continued exposure to disasters could erode informal networks that are used to
help overcome the disasters, both directly through one’s own posttraumatic stress and indirectly
through posttraumatic stress symptoms associated with sympathy with neighbors within these
networks.

The significance of informal relationships, which is referred to as social capital, and disaster-
affected mental health is not limited to low-income countries. For example, research during the
COVID-19 pandemic has revealed that social capital may help people cope with the adverse
outcomes of the pandemic through protective behaviors in high-income countries.6 However, the
pandemic has been associated with an increase in depressive symptoms.7 If the resilience of social
capital at least partially depends on the mental health of its network constituents, the cumulative
damages associated with the prolonged pandemic might corrode social capital through the mental
health channel.

The design of the survey by Garfin et al1 is transparent and well-standardized. The experiences
of hurricane-affected people in the US are likely to be similar to those of typhoon-affected people in
East Asia and cyclone-affected people in Southeast Asia. Therefore, studies replicating that of Garfin
et al1 should be encouraged worldwide. Moreover, the recurrent waves of COVID-19 and the increase
in the number of infections may similarly be associated with adverse mental health outcomes, which
suggests a need for replication studies regarding the COVID-19 pandemic.

In summary, the findings of Garfin et al1 may encourage economists to address possible
cumulative mental stress, adding to physical and financial losses when they design a panel survey to
investigate the resilience of a society against natural disasters and pandemics, considering a possible
channel between the cumulative distress associated with direct or indirect exposure to disasters and
pandemics and the resilience of social capital to endure disasters and pandemics. By doing so,
economic research on natural disasters and pandemics would have more practical policy implications
to mitigate damage. Basic medical and public health sciences research may help applied social
sciences research and policy making. The article by Garfin et al1 is such a contribution.
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