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Impacts of disasters on children

A disaster can change the way a child views themselves.  This impact on a child’s wellbeing can be cushioned by the way other family members respond to the disaster.  There are a variety of changes that are associated with major disasters, often including transportation, housing, school and employment.  Parents may have to find new employment due to damages caused by a disaster.  Children may have to enroll at a new school.  These changes may be very difficult for a child to adjust to.  

Disasters can have a dramatic impact on families’ emotional state.  There are several factors that influence children’s reactions to disasters.  It is important to consider the following when thinking about how a disaster might affect a child: the parent’s response to the disaster, the child’s age, exposure to a previous traumatic experience, how closely involved the child was during the event, and whether the family was experiencing problems 
before the disaster.  Some noticeable characteristics of children in turmoil are children who are silent, act as an adult, overly energetic, nervous, easily irritated or very passive.

What can professionals do to help?
Clearly, families must be able to provide food, shelter, and clothing first and foremost before attending to other needs.  Professionals will find that parents need as much support as possible in order to rapidly meet these needs. Once these needs are met there are several ways in which professionals can help teach parents to manage their child’s reaction to an event. 

Following is a list of ways in which parents and professionals can be supportive of children’s feelings and aid in the recovery process:
· Have children create a picture of how they felt during the disaster

· Help children write a tale about a scary event

· Allow children to play with play dough or sculptures
· Make up a song with music, use instruments or toys

· Allow children to play dress up and make believe that they are professionals aiding in the healing process

· Have children create puppets and perform a puppet show or a skit of what they how they felt during the event
· Read aloud storybooks about scary events, such as disasters with children 
Children and Disasters (continued)
Important actions include exploring what things can be done to help the community recover from the disaster, social support, and seeking out children that are extremely affected by the disaster.  Educators can help children manage some of their feelings about the disaster by encouraging them to talk about the event.  

Most importantly, parents and professionals can help children manage their emotions by simply being with them throughout the healing process.  Next, they can increase children’s resiliency by listening to children talk about their experiences of the disaster. Children will find it helpful if they are able to observe their parents successfully coping with the situation and believe that their parents have everything under control.  Parents and professionals should explore how responsible children may feel for the disaster; children may blame themselves for the horrible event.  It is important to note that older children may create more distance between themselves and their parents and younger children may want to spend more time with their parents.  

In summary, there are a variety of ways in which children can respond to a natural disaster.  Professionals and parents should be aware of these anticipated behaviors.  Children often recover from traumatic events such as a natural disaster if their parents’ reaction to the event does not scare their children. Children also need parents who are supportive and willing to listen to their children’s concerns.  Children generally express themselves through art and play, thus encouraging children to work out their feelings in this manner is helpful.  Educators can also model for parents listening and caring attitudes to help families heal from disasters.  
Implications for Cooperative Extension.


Natural disasters can have a tremendous impact on children and their families.  Educators must be aware of possible reactions that children may have during and after a disaster.  Educators may also find interventions from this article as beneficial in helping families deal with disasters.  The information summarized in this article maybe particularly relevant for all the FCS programs that address children and families. In addition, this information is helpful for parents and various communities.
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