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Children have limited life
experiences, so for them to be
afraid, especially after a natural
disaster, is normal. The fear or
anxiety may last for days to
years and is handled best with
kindness and understanding
from parents and other adults.

Children should be encouraged
to talk about their feelings and
express their fears through
play, drawing, painting or
clay/play dough. Caring
conversations can help them
process any fears.
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Research indicates that children’s fears vary according to age, maturation and
previous learning experiences. Four major fears common in children are death,
darkness, animals and abandonment. When a disaster occurs, children may
experience anxieties that range from the safety of loved ones to loss of a toy.

Children’s fears may be intensified when adults do not discuss those fears with
children. Many families ban all painful topics from family conversation, which

may intensify uncertainty and fear in the children. To help children cope with

fears, adults must take the time to listen to and talk with children.

Following a disaster, some children may:

* Be upset or sad at the loss of a
favorite toy, blanket, special clothing
item or gift, book, pet, etc.

* Be angry or irritable. They may hit,
kick or throw things to show their
anger.

* Become upset more easily and whine,
complain, cling or throw tantrums.

* Become more active and restless,
feeling uncertain or on edge.

* Be afraid of the disaster recurring.
They may ask many times, “Will it
come again?”

¢ Be afraid to be left alone or sleep
alone. Children may want to sleep
with a parent or sibling. They may
have nightmares.

¢ Behave as they did when younger.
They may start sucking their thumb,
wetting the bed, asking for a bottle or
wanting to be held.

¢ Have symptoms of illness such as
nausea, vomiting, headaches, fever,
or not wanting to eat.

* Be quiet and withdrawn, not

wanting to talk about the experience,
or spending time alone or on digital
devices.

Feel guilty that they caused the
disaster because of some previous
behavior. Also, some children may
feel guilty that they are okay, but
friends or others are displaced or
suffering.

Feel neglected by parents who are
busy trying to clean up and rebuild
their lives and homes.

Refuse to go to school or to child
care. The child may not want to be
out of the parent’s sight or presence.

Become afraid or anxious due to
loud noises, rain, storms or negative
media reports.

Not show any outward sign of being
upset. Some children may never
show distress because they do not
feel upset. Other children may not
give evidence of being upset until
several weeks or months after the
disaster.



What Parents Can Do to Help Children Cope with Feelings

¢ Take time to acknowledge and
manage your own feelings of grief,
fear, anxiety and anger. Seek support
as needed so you can be better
equipped to support your children.

¢ Talk with your child, providing
simple, accurate information to
questions.

¢ Talk with your child about your own
feelings in age-appropriate words,
but don’t share your adult worries
with them.

¢ Listen to what your child says and
how your child says it. Does the
child show fear, anxiety, insecurity?
Repeating the child’s words may be
very helpful, such as “You are afraid
that...” or “You wonder if the storm
will come again tonight.” This helps
you and the child clarify feelings and
build understanding.

* Reassure your child, “We are
together. We care about you. We will
take care of you.”

* You may need to repeat information
and reassurances many times,
especially with younger children.
Do not stop responding just because
you told the child once or even 10
times. Consistency and reassurance

are very important in assisting
children to cope with feelings of
fear or uncertainty, especially if they
experienced previous trauma or
natural disasters.

Hold your child. Provide comfort.
Physical security is important for
children during this period. Hugs
and holding hands are tangible and
reassuring. Close contact helps assure
children that you are there and will
not abandon them.

Spend extra time putting your child
to bed. Talk and offer assurance.
Leave a night light on if that makes
the child feel more secure.

Observe your child at play. Listen to
what is said and how the child plays.
Children frequently express feelings
of fear or anger while playing with
dolls or other toys, drawing, or being
with friends after a disaster.

Provide play experiences to relieve
tension and work through feelings.
Work with play dough or paint, play
in water, etc. If children show a need
to hit or kick or be physically active,
give them something safe, such as

a pillow, ball or balloon. Allow a
safe, open space for them to play if
possible.

e If your child lost a meaningful toy or

blanket, allow the child to mourn and
grieve (by crying, perhaps). It is all
part of helping the young child cope
with feelings about the disaster. In
time, replacing the lost object may be
helpful.

If you need help for your child,
contact the Extension office in your
county, a mental health agency or
school counselor.
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References

Bartlett, J. D., Vivrette, R. L., Liberman, K., Hebert, A., & Haas, M. (2021). A toolkit for child welfare agencies to help young people heal
and thrive during and after natural disasters. Bethesda, MD: Child Trends & Los Angeles, CA and Durham, NC: National Center for
Child Traumatic Stress. Online at: https://www.childtrends.org/publications/toolkit-child-welfare-agencies-natural-disasters

Becker, K., Sapirstein, G., and Weir, J. (2008). Helping child survivors of disaster: A practical guide for caregivers. New York. IBM
Corporation. Online at: https://collabforchildren.org/wp-content/uploads/Trauma-Guide-IBM-Children-English.pdf

Freeman, C., Nairn, K., and Gollop, M. (2015) Disaster impact and recovery: What children and young people can tell us.
Kotuitui: New Zealand Journal of Social Sciences Online, 10(2), 103-115. DOI: 10.1080/1177083X.2015.1066400

Masten, A.S., and Narayan, A.J. (2012). Child development in the context of disaster, war, and terrorism: Pathways of risk and resilience.
Annual Review of Psychology, 63, 227-257. Online at: www.annualreviews.org/doi/full/10.1146/annurev-psych-120710-100356

Save the Children. (2015). Prep Rally Camp Leader Guide: Emergency Preparedness Program for Grades K-5. Washington, D.C.: Save the
Children. Online at: https://image.savethechildren.org/grgs-camp-guide.pdf-ch11043498.pdf/kani4hOlmovcr5i1b4fg7070k4ae75t7.pdf

NDSU Extension does not endorse commercial products or companies even though reference may be made to tradenames, trademarks or service names.
For more information on this and other topics, see www.ndsu.edu/extension

County commissions, North Dakota State University and U.S. Department of Agriculture cooperating. NDSU does not discriminate in its programs and activities on the basis of age, color, gender expression/identity,
genetic information, marital status, national origin, participation in lawful off-campus activity, physical or mental disability, pregnancy, public assistance status, race, religion, sex, sexual orientation, spousal relation-
ship to current employee, or veteran status, as applicable. Direct inquiries to Vice Provost, Title IX/ADA Coordinator, Old Main 100, 701-231-7708, ndsu.eoaa@ndsu.edu. This publication will be made available in

alternative formats for people with disabilities upon request, 701-231-7881.

web-4020; 400-2-25


https://www.childtrends.org/publications/toolkit-child-welfare-agencies-natural-disasters
https://collabforchildren.org/wp-content/uploads/Trauma-Guide-IBM-Children-English.pdf
https://www.annualreviews.org/content/journals/10.1146/annurev-psych-120710-100356
https://image.savethechildren.org/grgs-camp-guide.pdf-ch11043498.pdf/kani4h0lmovcr5i1b4fg7070k4ae75t7.pdf

