
KEY FINDINGS

• Over 10% of people who survived high-impact bushfires later

• These survivors were 3 times more at risk of experiencing significant

• The anger rates are comparable with after-bushfire findings of:
- probable PTSD (posttraumatic stress disorder) 19%
- depression 11%
- serious mental illness 6%.

• Women, younger people and the unemployed were more at risk.
• Anger had implications for risk of harm to self and others, via links

with suicidal ideation and hostile aggression.
• It is important for post-disaster support services to recognise and try

to address anger, alongside issues such as depression and PTSD.

What we already knew

10–15 years. While most survivors don’t exhibit serious mental health problems, there  
are many who do develop serious and long-term conditions that would benefit from help 
and intervention.

Until now, most post-disaster research has focused on Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and 
major depression, while some studies have also considered anxiety and substance use. There is 
growing awareness that trauma can lead to anger, and we focused on these 

Catastrophic bushfires lead to 
increased anger problems
New research into emotional problems, particularly 
anger, after the Black Saturday Bushfires in 2009 
has been published by Phoenix Australia. We found 
that significant anger problems were reported by 
more than 1 in 10 survivors of high-impact bushfires, 
and these were similar to rates of depression. These 
important findings will help guide the right services 
to deliver after bushfires, floods and other disasters.



Anger following disasters
Anger is a prominent feature of mental health after trauma, and most 
relevant studies have focused on US veterans after combat. 

We found only 3 studies of anger experience and problems after 
disasters, including:

1. The 9/11 terrorist attacks in New York (2001)

2. The 2015 earthquakes in Nepal

3. The 2009 Black Saturday Bushfires in Australia.

The 9/11 study was of disaster relief workers, who were found to have 
increased levels of anger one year after the event. The study of Nepalese 
earthquake survivors found that 34% of civilians reported out-of-control 
anger in the aftermath of this disaster. 

Black Saturday Bushfires 
Despite the extensive, prolonged bushfires in 2019–20, the 2009 Black Saturday 
Bushfires remain the deadliest bushfire event on record in Australia. They caused 173 
fatalities and widespread damage, including 2,055 houses destroyed and over 400,000 
hectares of land burned.

After the Black Saturday disaster, a survey called ‘Beyond Bushfires: Community, 
Resilience and Recovery Study’ was conducted in two ‘waves’ (or survey time-points). 
The second wave was 5 years after Black Saturday, and we analysed the data from this 
second survey. Participants were 736 residents of 25 rural or regional communities 
across 10 locations in Victoria, Australia. The survey included a psychometric measure of 
anger that could identify significant problems that may benefit from intervention.



Levels of anger

bushfires (where there were multiple fatalities 
and significant property loss), 10.4% of the 
residents had significant anger problems after 
5 years. In regions of medium impact (significant 
property damage and up to 2 fatalities) and low 
impact (no evidence of burning), this figure was 3.5%. 
This 3-fold increase in risk between low/medium and 
high-impact areas is statistically significant. 

This level of anger is comparable with other mental 
health consequences found after the bushfires:

• Probable PTSD, 19%

• Depression, 11%

• Serious mental illness, 6%.

This is important to know when planning post-disaster assistance.

We found anger problems were more frequent in:

• women than men

• people aged 18–44 years than 65+

• unemployed people than retirees or pensioners.

The findings about women were in line with early studies of trauma survivors in family violence 
shelters, where women commonly reported symptoms of anger and irritability. Women can do it 
particularly tough for various reasons after a disaster. They may be economically 
vulnerable, in caregiving roles, and experiencing increased family violence, 
which is often recorded after a disaster. 

Our aims and findings
In this new area of research, we 
aimed to:

1. Examine levels of significant anger
problems after a bushfire. We also
wanted to compare anger levels
across locations that were more or

demographic groups

2. Explore whether anger occurred
with or separately from other mental
health issues

3. Examine what the data revealed in
terms of implications of anger for
wellbeing, suicide risk,
and aggression.



Association with other mental health problems
There were strong associations between anger and other mental health 
problems. About 34% of residents with probable PTSD also indicated 
significant anger problems – 12 times more than those who screened 
negative to PTSD. Conversely, nearly 60% of respondents with anger 
problems screened positive for PTSD.

However, our analysis also showed that anger could possibly occur 
alone. About 37% of respondents with significant anger problems 
screened negative for both probable PTSD and depression. There may be 
other types of mental health problems that co-occur with anger, and this 
possibility requires further exploration.

Implications for wellbeing, 
aggression and violence
We also found that people with significant post-
disaster anger problems are likely to have:

• lower life satisfaction

• an 8-fold increase in suicidal thoughts

• a nearly 13-fold increase in ‘hostile’ aggressive
behaviour.

By ‘hostile’ we mean aggression that is emotionally 
charged or driven by anger. Its characteristics are loss 
of control and perceived provocation. (In contrast, 
‘instrumental’ aggression is goal oriented.) The strong 
connections involving anger, hostile aggressive 
behaviour and suicidal ideation also align with 
previous research and suggest important implications 
of anger for risk of harm to self and others. 

For the full paper with our findings, please see:  
Sean Cowlishaw, Olivia Metcalf, Tracey Varker et al., ‘Anger dimensions and 
mental health following a disaster: Distribution and implications after a major 
bushfire’, Journal of Traumatic Stress, February 2021, 34, 46–55.

What this means for survivors and services
Our analysis of data after catastrophic bushfires showed that anger is an important 
dimension of posttraumatic mental health.

individuals, and the unemployed. There are serious implications of anger via risk of 
harm to self and others, including through hostile aggressive behaviour. 

The results of our analysis are highly relevant given the scale and likely impacts 
on mental health related to the 2019–2020 bushfire season in Australia. It is also 

change. The findings of our analysis will be useful for planning the services needed to 
help vulnerable groups recover.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33136348/



