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A I'm pleased to welcome in our studio today Dr Manisha Das, a professor of psychology at our local university. She's studied the 

connection between media consumption and stress, and explains that we’re seeing more and more cases of disaster fatigue. Dr Das, 

could you first explain what disaster fatigue is? 

B One of the first things more and more people do every morning when they wake up is check the latest news on their 

smartphones. Actually, studies show that three out of four people do so shortly after waking up in the morning or before going to 

bed. In the last few weeks alone, that means that people have started or ended the day with some of the most horrific news 

imaginable: a mass shooting, devastating storms, terrible wildfires, terrorist attacks... 

A Yes, it’s hard not to feel overwhelmed. 

B Indeed, and that’s what disaster fatigue is. It can also be called the bad news blues, which is just a general feeling of “how much 

more of this can we all take?” It’s taking a toll on people’s overall well-being. 

A What are the symptoms then? Is it just a feeling of helplessness? Is it just about feeling sad? 

B That is the first normal reaction. Whenever something tragic happens, we want to help but we also feel sad and helpless, 

especially when things are happening far away from our own community, which means we can do little to aid those in need. People 

might also experience an increase in stress, depression, sleep problems, and anger. And for some people already prone to anxiety, 

the toll can be even worse. 

A Yes, I’ve read that such worsening anxiety disorders can lead to self-harm. Is there anything we can do to fight the sadness and 

anxiety that all this bad news may be causing? I guess the first step is quite obvious: just stop checking your phone for news so 

often. 

B Yes, it is the first step but that could be harder than you think. On average, people check their phones some one hundred and 

fifty times a day, so going without your smartphone can trigger a burst of the stress hormone cortisol and induce a fight-or-flight 

response which only settles down if you check your phone. Still, you have to start somewhere. So I suggest limiting the alerts and 

turning off phones a couple of hours before bed. 

A I’ve also heard experts say that recharging your smartphone in another part of the house overnight can help, as well as setting 

time limits around news and social media check- ins. 

B Yes, that’s right. The other solution might be to turn to different apps, so that people are still using their phones but not to face 

ever more terrible tragedies. 

A Any specific suggestions? 

B Yes, there are quite a lot of what I call uplifting apps and sites. One simple one and it's free - it's called Uplifter. It’s basically a 

mobile journal with daily prompts like, “What three good things have happened recently?” or “What three things are you grateful 

for?” 

A That sounds quite simplistic. 

B Oh, but I talk about this in my clinical practice all the time! It’s basically cognitive behavioural therapy, that is, the idea that 

people can think differently about the same event. 

A You mean, if you only focus on the negative side, you’re going to feel bad? 

B Exactly. People should look for a silver lining, and try to find something positive to focus on. One of my patients posted only 

uplifting stories on her Facebook page for a week and asked all her friends to do the same. The response was overwhelming. 

Inspiring, compassionate, funny, and heart-warming stories rolled in from everywhere. 

A What if it doesn’t work? 

B Then you can consider online therapy. Behind a growing number of therapy apps and sites you can now find licensed mental 

health professionals. The American Psychological Association even offers advice on choosing a reliable online therapy service and 

whether it might be right for you. 

A Any final advice? 

B I would emphasize the importance of taking care of oneself. In addition to exercise, sleep, eating well and healthily, and making 

time for friends and family, also consider meditation apps. Taking time out to breathe is important. Taking time for yourself is 

important. 

Outline 

Three out of four people check their smartphones for the latest news shortly after waking up in the morning or before going to bed, 

so that recently they have started or ended the day with some of the most horrific news imaginable, making them feel 

overwhelmed. This is called disaster fatigue, a feeling of "how much more of this can we all take?", which is more and more 

frequent. People check their phones some one hundred and fifty times a day on average, so to start with, they should limit alerts 

and turn off the phone a couple of hours before bed. Another solution might be the sort of cognitive behavioural therapy provided 

by different apps and sites which encourage people to try to find something positive to focus on. 

Questions 

1. Why do people check their phones compulsively so many times a day? Do you? 

2. Have you ever come across cases of so-called disaster fatigue? 

3. The psychology professor suggests taking time for oneself, , exercise, sleep, etc. Why suggest things which are so obvious? 

4. Does the increasing interconnectedness of today’s society help us to understand other people better? 


