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Abstract

and selected the Delphi method.

Background: The mental health community in Japan had started reviewing the country’s disaster mental health
guidelines before the Great East Japan Earthquake, aiming to revise them based on evidence and experience
accumulated in the last decade. Given the wealth of experience and knowledge acquired in the field by many
Japanese mental health professionals, we decided to develop the guidelines through systematic consensus building

Methods: After a thorough literature review and focus group interviews, 96 items regarding disaster mental health
were included in Delphi Round 1. Of 100 mental health professionals experienced in disaster response who were
invited to participate, 97 agreed. The appropriateness of each statement was assessed by the participants using a
Likert scale (1: extremely inappropriate, 9: very appropriate) and providing free comments in three rounds.
Consensus by experts was defined as an average score of 27 for which 270% of participants assigned this score,
and items reaching consensus were included in the final guidelines.

Results: Overall, of the 96 items (89 initially asked and 7 added items), 77 items were agreed on (46 items in Round
1, and 19 positive and 12 negative agreed on items in Round 2). In Round 2, three statements with which
participants agreed most strongly were: 1) A protocol for emergency work structure and information flow should
be prepared in normal times; 2) The mental health team should attend regular meetings on health and medicine
to exchange information; and 3) Generally, it is recommended not to ask disaster survivors about psychological
problems at the initial response but ask about their present worries and physical condition. Three statements with
which the participants disagreed most strongly in this round were: 1) Individuals should be encouraged to provide
detailed accounts of their experiences; 2) Individuals should be provided with education if they are interested in
receiving it; and 3) Bad news should be withheld from distressed individuals for fear of causing more upset.

Conclusions: Most items which achieved agreement in Round 1 were statements described in previous guidelines
or publications, or statements regarding the basic attitude of human service providers. The revised guidelines were
thus developed based on the collective wisdom drawn from Japanese practitioners’ experience while also
considering the similarities and differences from the international standards.

Keywords: Disaster mental health, Delphi process, Guidelines development, Consensus building

Background

Japan has a history of large-scale disasters, the most re-
cent of which was the Great East Japan Earthquake that
occurred on March 11, 2011. This magnitude 9 earth-
quake and subsequent tsunami resulted in the loss of
nearly 20,000 lives. At the time of this disaster, the
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National Center of Neurology and Psychiatry, 4-1-1 Ogawa-Higashi, Kodaira,
Tokyo 187-8553, Japan
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( BioMed Central

Japanese Ministry of Health, Welfare and Labour coordi-
nated the deployment of a disaster mental health team
from outside the affected prefectures following requests
from local governments there. The team was most active
in the early phase of the disaster and has since handed
over cases requiring continuous care to local mental
health services.

The disaster mental health services were fairly well
coordinated by prefectural mental health and welfare
centers in terms of assessing the needs in their affected
municipalities and requesting dispatch of the disaster

© 2012 Suzuki et al; licensee BioMed Central Ltd. This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution License (http:/creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and
reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.
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mental health team. As is often the case in the time of
disaster, however, the workload was overwhelming and
there were problems with communications in the
affected area. Nevertheless, in our view, the services
were coordinated well overall, and this rested on the
team’s previous experience of disasters in Japan.

The mental health community in Japan has a wealth of
experience in disaster response. In particular, many les-
sons were learnt from the Hanshin-Awaji earthquake
which hit the Kobe area in 1995. Many local government
departments of mental health have now prepared a disas-
ter response manual {1], which reference national guide-
lines published by Kim [2]. The national guidelines were
developed and disseminated by the Ministry of Health fol-
lowing a team of experts’ review of the disaster mental
health activities conducted following the Hanshin-Awaji
earthquake and other natural and man-made disasters.
Since their publication, more experience and knowledge
has been accumulated following tragic events that oc-
curred in Japan and other countries, such as the Indones-
ian Sumatra Tsunami and the 9.11 terrorist attacks. In
2007, international guidelines were published after intense
discussion by different sectors [3-5]. In light of this and
the fact that Japanese mental health professionals have
accumulated more knowledge and skills in the decade
since Japan’s original guidelines were developed, we
sought to develop new guidelines through systematic con-
sensus building and examine the degree of agreement of
Japanese experts with the principles of disaster mental
health in a systematic manner. In this article, we describe
the Delphi process we used to revise the guidelines.

Methods

(1) Item development: focus group interview
To ensure we had a comprehensive view of mental
health and psychosocial care after a disaster, we
conducted a thorough literature review. Using
PubMed and Google, we searched the scientific
literature, guidelines, and manuals, which were
written in English or Japanese, using search terms
including “disaster”, “emergency”, “mental health”,
“psychiatry”, “psychology”, “manual”, and
“guidelines”.
To reflect local practitioners’ experience and views,
focus group interviews were conducted in three
areas which experienced a massive earthquake in
Japan, one in an urban area and two in rural areas.
Local practitioners with diverse professional
backgrounds were invited to attend and represented
such professions as psychiatry, psychology, social
work, nursing, public health, school counseling, and
emergency medicine. Each interview was conducted
with 5 to 9 participants (24 participants in total
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number), with great attention given to the
representativeness of the participants as members of
mental health teams.

After the three focus group interviews, the contents
were transcribed and researchers categorized them
into four domains regarding disaster management:
1) the disaster mental health system, 2) initial to
early response (from the first week to the first
month), 3) management of deployed mental health
team, and 4) staffs’ stress management.

(2) Delphi process

The Delphi process is a structured communication
technique, originally developed as a systematic,
interactive method, which is often used in
healthcare fields when scientific evidence is lacking
[6]. Participants were recruited from professional
networks of the Japanese Society of Traumatic Stress
Studies, the Crisis Response Team which is deployed
at a time of crisis at schools, and deployed and local
mental and community health professionals who
have experienced working following massive
earthquakes, such as in Kobe, Chuetsu, and
Chuetsu-oki in Japan. A total of 100 professionals
were invited to join the internet-based survey.
Participants invited represented a variety of
professionals: clinicians, public health nurses, health
authority administrators, and researchers. Many of
the local practitioners were themselves survivors of
a massive earthquake.

Figure 1 summarizes the flow of items asked during
the first to third rounds of our Delphi process. In
Round 1, our research team provided the
participants with an anonymous summary of the
items developed from the literature review and focus
group interviews, and asked them to rate the
appropriateness of the each item on a Likert scale (1:
not at all appropriate, 9: very appropriate) and to
comment freely on each item. This process was
repeated three times via the internet to allow all
participants to compare their ratings and comment
on others’ ratings.

In Round 2, the survey comprised those statements
which did not reach consensus in Round 1. Positive
consensus was defined as items for which the mean
score was 27 and the proportion of participants
scoring =7 was 270%. At this time, participants were
provided with summary statistics indicating the
number and percentage of participants who rated
each score as well as the mean score for each
statement. A summary of the comments was inserted
underneath each statement for participants to
consider when completing the second round. Some
statements were amended slightly for clarification, as
a result of comments from the first round.



