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FACT SHEET – What Families Can Do After a Disaster
[image: image2.jpg]Kentuckiy™

UNBRIDLED SPIRIT ™




Coping with trauma
Whether tragic events touch your family personally or are brought into your home via newspapers and television, you can help children cope with the anxiety that violence, death, and disasters can cause.

· Listening to and talking with all family members about their concerns can reassure them that they are safe. 
· Start by encouraging everyone to discuss how they have been affected by what is happening around them. 
· Even young children may have specific questions about tragedies. Children react to stress at their own developmental levels.  
Tips for helping your family

· Talk about the event.  Encourage family members to describe what they saw, heard, thought, and felt.  Although there may be a desire to protect children from emotional pain by not talking about it, this will only make recovery more difficult.   
· Be honest, open and clear in the family.  Give children the facts in words they understand.  Without facts, a child’s imagination will fill in the details.  This may be more horrifying than reality.  Explaining the “next steps” gives a sense of security. 

· Listen! Listen! Listen!  Children and adults need you to listen more than they need you to “make them feel better.”  Be prepared to hear or discuss the same details again and again.  This is an attempt to regain some control by understanding the event.   
· Stay together as a family as much as possible.  If you need to separate, reassure children you will return and tell them when.   
· Develop a plan. Establish a family emergency plan for the future, such as a meeting place where everyone should gather if something unexpected happens in your family or neighborhood. It can help you and your children feel safer. 
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· Maintain normal routines as much as possible.  Children find comfort in the fact that routines provide predictability.  Adults in distress often find this comforting as well.  Take care, get plenty of rest, and eat well.  Healthy people are better able to cope and to recover.   

· Modify expectations.  Give yourself and family members “permission” to grieve and time to heal.  Understand that performance at home, work, or school may be affected temporarily.  Set small, realistic goals.  Break large, overwhelming jobs into small, manageable tasks.  Allow others to help.   
· Limit contact with additional trauma, including news reports.  Watching news reports over and over again can cause people to re-live the traumatic experience.  Reports of other disasters and “bad news” also can cause more distress than usual.   
Additional tips specific to helping your children
· Reassure children that you will take care of them.  You may need to reassure children many times.  Give extra cuddling, hugs, and focused attention on the child.  Try to find a little extra time to spend with children, even if it means taking a break from important and pressing recovery efforts.  Do not be afraid of “spoiling” children during this time.   
· Let your children know others love and care about them.  Connect with family, friends, and neighbors.  Encourage children to share their experience by mailing letters or drawings or talking to other family members on the telephone.   
· Encourage children to ask questions.  Listen to what they say.  Provide comfort and assurance that address their specific fears.  It's okay to admit you can't answer all of their questions. 

· Talk on their level.  Communicate with your children in a way they can understand. Don't get too technical or complicated. 

· Find out what frightens them.  Encourage your children to talk about fears they may have. They may worry that someone will harm them at school or that someone will try to hurt you. 

· Focus on the positive.  Reinforce the fact that most people are kind and caring. Remind your child of the heroic actions taken by ordinary people to help others. 
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· Pay attention.  Your children's play and drawings may give you a glimpse into their questions or concerns. Ask them to tell you what is going on in the game or the picture. It's an opportunity to clarify any misconceptions, answer questions, and give reassurance. 
· Include children in recovery activities.  Chores and responsibilities appropriate to their age and abilities will help them feel less helpless.  By helping and preparing for the future, they are reassured that life will return to normal.   


· Reassure children the disaster was not their fault.  Survivor’s guilt, although not rational, is a common response to disasters.  People often wonder if there was “something more they could have done.”  Guilt often may be expressed in behaviors and emotions.   
If you are concerned about your child’s reaction to stress or trauma, call your physician or a community mental health center.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:


Kentucky Cabinet for Health and Family Services, Frankfort, KY


http://chfs.ky.gov/dph/preparedness





[INSERT Local Health Department Name] [INSERT Local Health Dept phone  #]





Kentucky Community Crisis Response Board, Frankfort, KY


http://kccrb.ky.gov/


toll free:  1-888-522-7228


         


The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, Center for Mental Health 


http://www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov


toll free:  1-800-789-2647








The content of this fact sheet is from:


The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, – Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) National Mental Health Information Center —- 


Center for Mental Health Services


http://www.mentalhealth.samhsa.gov/publications/allpubs/CA-0022/


Additional note:  Information in this fact sheet is also based on brochures developed by Project Heartland —-- A Project of the Oklahoma Department of Mental Health and Substance Abuse Services (ODMHSAS)  in response to the 1995 bombing of the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. Project Heartland was developed with funds from the Federal Emergency Management Agency in consultation with the Federal Center for Mental Health Services.  An ODMHSAS publication series on disaster mental health, called Coping with Disaster: How to Help Yourself and Others resulted.  This series of publications can be found at:  http://www.odmhsas.org/publications.htm
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