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Overview

Natural and man-made disasters negatively affect children. While adults may present Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) symptoms following a disaster, young children do not always show similar symptoms. However changes in child behavior and functioning indicate that being exposed to a natural (e.g. tornado, hurricane) or man-made disaster (e.g. terrorism, socio-political conflict) can be detrimental to children. 
Unfortunately, little is known about the actual role family and child characteristics play in reducing negative effects and promoting healthy functioning following a disaster. The presentation examined the role of the family and child characteristics following the Hurricane Katrina and Kenyan political disasters. The results further our understanding of the impact of disasters on children and the roles family and child characteristics play. In addition, a theoretical model (Figure 1) is presented identifying the role of family and child characteristics. 
To parents and professionals, the information presented indicates which children may be especially vulnerable following a disaster and how familyies can be involved in impacting their child’s functioning following a disaster.
Impact of Disasters on Children
Preschool children exposed to disaster present a variety of responses. Some children show more aggressive behavior, emotional symptoms (e.g. stomachaches, headaches, sleeping problems, etc.) and anxiety following a disaster, while others present no changes in behavior. Following is a description of the impact of disaster in the two samples.
1. Hurricane Katrina Sample: This sample included150 children (52 girls, 67 boys) from a small town in southern Mississippi, located an hour from the Gulf Coast and New Orleans. Children exposed to worse Hurricane Katrina related experiences presented more behavior problems. For example, children who experienced parental separation had teachers and parents reporting more aggressive behavior. Parents also reported increased levels of emotional symptoms among children who experienced the most severe disaster exposure.
2. Kenya Sample: This sample included 84 children (45 girls, 38 boys) residing in the Kibera slum. The resource poor area is densely populated and one of the areas that experienced high levels of violence during the post-election conflict. Similar to the children exposed to Hurricane Katrina, children in this sample presented more behavior problems if they experienced more disaster  severity. Children whose homes were destroyed presented more aggression and less prosocial behavior. Children who were separated from their parents presented less prosocial behavior and more emotional symptoms. 

In both samples, we found evidence of negative child functioning following a disaster. 

Role of the Family and Child 

Results indicate that families do play a significant role in influencing child functioning and that certain children are more vulnerable than others.  In the Hurricane Katrina sample, children whose parents displayed higher levels of hostility and depression following the disaster, presented poorer post-disaster functioning. No family level data was available for the Kenya sample.
Regarding child characteristics, children who were separated from their parents presented poor emotion regulation and/or high anger reactivity implying they were  more vulnerable to poor adjustment following disaster. Boys showed more aggression and less prosocial behavior than girls in the Katrina sample. While in the Kenya sample, girls showed more emotional symptoms.
Conclusion
Exposure to a disaster negatively impacts child functioning. However, family and child characteristics can promote resilience to disaster. Families that cope well, presenting less hostility and depression are better able to minimize the negative impacts of disaster on the child. Children with low emotion regulation abilities may present poorer outcomes. Differences in how boys and girls respond to the disaster may leave one gender more vulnerable than the other. Programming should target increasing emotion regulation and coping skills in parents and children, and keeping families together during and after disasters.

Figure 1. Developmental model of child functioning post-disaster.
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Implications for Cooperative Extension:


Natural and manmade disasters negatively affect child behavior and functioning. This report presents information about ways families can influence child functioning following a disaster. It also recognizes that some children may be more vulnerable than others. The report is relevant to extension programs interested in supporting children following a disaster. Parents may also find the information of interest as they recognize the role they play in helping their children cope following disaster.
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