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American Association for 
Emergency Psychiatry

www.emergencypsychiatry.org

We are champions for the advancement of evidence based, 

compassionate care for behavioral emergencies through 

research, education, and interdisciplinary collaboration.

National Update on Behavioral Emergencies

Las Vegas, Week of December 4, 2023

www.behavioralemergencies.com 

3

4



UPMC Hamot EM
01/04/2023

© 2023 John S. Rozel, MD, MSL
rozeljs@upmc.edu / @ViolenceWonks 3

National Crisis Resources
• Disaster Distress Helpline

• 800-985-5990
• Text Help to 66746

• National Suicide Prevention & Crisis Lifeline
• 988 / 800-273-TALK / 800-273-8255 (phone or text)

• Crisis Text Line
• 741741

• Physician Support Line (M-F, 8A-MN)
• 888-409-0141

• Emotional PPE (free MH care for HCWs)
• https://www.emotionalppe.org
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Agenda

• Our brain in crisis

• If it was only COVID

• Strategies for survival

• Getting help

• Moving forward
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Endurance: 
Our brain in crisis

Which hat should you be 
wearing?
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Strategy without 
tactics is the slowest 
route to victory.

Tactics without 
strategy is the noise 
before defeat.

Sun Tzu

Still anchored to disaster work…
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Stress & Trauma
• Psychological Trauma: 

• An individual threshold, an individual experience
• When experiences or the environment jeopardize 

our physical safety or psychological sense of self
• When our natural coping capacity and our support 

network is overwhelmed

• Pushes us to pathological or healthy 
responses

• Fight, flight, or freeze
• Fawn
• Function
• Flourish

Crisis Brain: 
Reactive, not responsive
• Distracted

• Impulsive

• Emotional

• Forgetful

• Error prone

• Biased

• Irritable
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The resilience paradox

Timing matters
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Marathons were never easy

Endurance: 
If it was only 
COVID…
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Zunin & Myers Phases of a Disaster / SAMHSA
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Aggravating Factors

• Duration, sequence, and 
repetition

• Complexity and uncertainty

• Personal vs routine

• Causality (manmade vs 
natural)

• Lack of recovery periods

• Impeded recovery routines

• Social isolation and exclusion

• Fear of punishment for 
expressing feelings

• Concurrent substance misuse

• Pre-existing fatigue and 
vulnerability

Discarding some models

Finding unexpected, 
novel applications for 

other models
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Endurance: 
Strategies for 
survival

Put your own oxygen on first
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Wellness is not safety

Prepare 
for 
stress
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Even the most 
robust coping 
skills, strategies,  
and defenses have 
a limit
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The best coping skill is the 
one that works for you*
• Healthier eating and drinking when possible
• Exercise when possible
• Deep breathing (circle breathing, 4-4-8, tactical 

breathing)
• Schedule positive activities (distraction, not 

avoidance)
• Connect & check / reconnect & check
• Positive reinforcers and rewards
• Normal schedule when possible
• Psychotherapy
• Massage therapy
• Mindfulness practice

Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs
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Recovery time may not be easy 
or convenient, but it is essential

Nurture Your Network

• Expectations for work friends, “outside friends”

• Seek support on emotions, not details

• Be careful about sharing facts (cross contamination)

• Mutual wellness checks

• Social accountability

• Trusted limit setter – pulls us back
when we are gazing too long into
the abyss
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Physical distance but social 
connection

Endurance: 
Getting help
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When you stop doing, 
you start feeling

Not every question 
needs to be answered 

with a randomized 
clinical trial
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Peer support programs

Warning Signs
• Decreased functioning in personal life or work
• Feeling out of control
• Numbness and dissociation
• Escalating substance use
• Angry at patients
• Excessive risk taking / recklessness
• Hopeless, helpless, unhelpable
• Getting worse, not better as the situation 

improves
• Physical symptoms, psychosis or bizarre 

behavior, suicidality
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Asking about 
suicide will 
not increase 
the risk of 
suicide

Self awareness
& self care

Team awareness
& team care
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Endurance: 
Moving forward

Effective Team Leadership in 
Crisis
• Communicate a compelling, 

understandable mission

• Transparently share relevant information

• Compassionate, addressing fear and 
danger

• Facilitates SMART goals for teams and 
team members

• Nurtures diversity

• Use positive reinforcement, identification of 
desired behaviors

• Fosters resilience and coping
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Finding the right 
key for everybody 

on the team
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Everybody’s got a plan until they 
get punched in the face
• Disasters and crises amplify underlying faults and exploit pre-

existing vulnerabilities

• Most of our best models and interventions are based on 
punctuated events 

• We knew from the beginning, that COVID* was going to be a 
novel biopsychosocial disaster

• Psychological injury traumatic  coping and crisis support
• Moral injury  re-envisioning personal / organizational mission
• Extended and exhausting  staff preservation, HR processes
• Geographically distributed and staggered  Shared staffing, tele
• Prolonged, intermittent  timed wellness interventions
• Politicized  Transparent, evidence-based leadership at any level

Why would we ever 
withhold lifesaving care?
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Joint Statement Supporting 
Clinician Health in the Post-
COVID Pandemic Era

• Physicians and other clinicians must be 
able to safely secure treatment for 
mental or other health issues, just as 
any other individual. A provider’s history 
of mental illness or substance use 
disorder (SUD) should not be used as 
any indication of their current or future 
ability to practice competently and 
without impairment.
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Thank you!

Jack Rozel, MD, MSL
rozeljs@upmc.edu
@ViolenceWonks

linkedin.com/in/jackrozel
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