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	Mental Health Messages

	Pre-event

Communication during the pre-event phase should promote awareness, preparedness, and access to helpful information.
	· As parents we should make a communication plan with our adolescents/teenagers so that if an emergency occurs, we will know how to contact each other; for example, through a relative outside of the disaster area.  Having our teens carry cards in their billfolds/purses with important phone numbers will give them a sense of security in knowing what to do.

· We can ask our teens to help us shop for and prepare a home and car emergency kit while discussing the different kinds of disasters possible and how to prepare for them. It will help the whole family feel more confident about coping in a disaster. 

· Helping our teens keep their routines (including school) and a healthy life style is important in helping them cope through crisis times.

· Limiting our teenagers’ exposure to the media coverage of threatening events will help lessen their stress.  

· If we have youths with special needs, we need to help them be prepared, for example, by supplying extra medicines to the school nurse or by providing for other special needs that they may have if separated from us for an extended period of time.
· To get more information about being prepared emotionally for emergencies, the Dept of Mental Health website address is http://www.dmh.mo.gov/offices/diroffice/disaster/links.htm.

	Event

Communication during an event should promote cooperation, confidence and coping.
	· After an event, we need the love and friendship of those closest to us.  Our teenagers will want to spend extra time with us and with their friends as they try to cope. 

· Whether the disaster has impacted our family directly or not, we need to make time to openly talk about our feelings and responses with our teens hopefully opening the door for them to share as well.

· We need to share information with our teenagers and dispel rumors that they may have heard through friends. 

· As adults, we are all responsible for the well-being of our community’s youth and need to reach out in practical ways to lessen the effects of the disaster.

· It is normal to feel grief when a disaster has affected our family directly or our friends or community.  Grief emotions may include denial, sadness, tears, guilt and anger, 

· When trying to cope, our teenagers may find themselves:

· Turning to friends;

· Changing friends or peer group;
· Withdrawing from others;

· Competing for attention;

· Experiencing changes in school performance; 
· Having sleep problems or nightmares;
· Having appetite changes;
· Feeling that their responsibilities are not important       
      considering what has happened;

· Showing indifference;
· Resisting authority; 

· Experimenting with alcohol and drugs; 

· Having headaches or stomachaches;

· Feeling down, etc.  

· Becoming aggressive

       These are not unusual responses in a disaster, but we         

        need to help them choose healthy alternatives and talk 

        through their feelings with them or get them to talk with  

        other adults that they and we as parents trust.

· Older teens may feel guilt and helplessness that they could not intervene and diminish the tragedy.  These are normal responses in abnormal circumstances, but we may be able to lessen them by allowing our teens to volunteer to help.

· Teenagers may feel like they want to “get back” at a certain group or culture if a disaster event is manmade.  We can talk to our teens about how hate can hurt us and that we would not want to punish everyone in a group because a few acted carelessly or hideously.

· We can help our teens find creative ways to help such as organizing food, clothes, toy or furniture drives; stocking food pantries, offering to help with cleanup, fund raising, etc.

· Limiting our’s and our teenager’s exposure to the media coverage of the event will help reduce our stress.

· Teenagers with special needs such as pre-existing mental health problems may need additional attention in a disaster event.

· If our teenager feels overwhelmed by the event and we feel that they are getting worse instead of better as time goes on, it is healthy to seek out mental health counseling for them.  Other feelings that may indicate a teen needs some additional help include:

· Isolation and withdrawal;

· Mood swings or sadness that interfere with daily life;

· Thoughts of self-harm;
· Intrusive thoughts or images that interfere with daily   
      life;

· School problems, for example declines in academic   
      performance, or disruptive behaviors or avoidance;

· Sleep problems including sleeplessness, sleeping to 

      much, or having night terrors;

· Confusion;
· Risk taking behaviors;
· Avoiding planned separations such as going to camp 
      or college;

· Drinking or drug use that interferes with family life 

      and/or school life;

· Conflict with family or domestic violence.

      Most of these behaviors disappear in a short amount of  

      time, but if they continue, ask for help.  If our teenagers     
      display dangerous behaviors to themselves, to us or others,  

      we need to get help immediately.  

· To get more information about how to cope with an emergency, the Dept of Mental Health website address is http://www.dmh.mo.gov/cps/cpsmap.htm or call 1-800-364-9687 to get information about counseling services.

	Recovery

Communication during a period of recovery should promote optimism, help-seeking, and access to recovery resources and services.
	· Most of us will return to the way things were before the event with no special assistance.

· The best self-help is to return to routines and coping skills that are helpful to us including:  returning to school; returning to family routines such as eating meals together; being a part of community activities such as school, church, neighborhood, civic, or clubs; volunteering; and participating healthy activities such as exercising or journaling.

· Grief is part of the recovery process for adults, teens and children and unless it is intensified or prolonged is a normal reaction in a time of crisis.

· We should ask friends and family to let us know if they are worried about us or about our teen’s behaviors.

· Anniversary dates or reminders can trigger stress and cause our teens to re-experience the event.

· Symbols and rituals are important tools for coping and recovering for adults and youth.

· Memorial and commemorative activities can be helpful to

           to individual and community recovery.

· Faith-based activities and counseling are important as

          people struggle with powerful spiritual questions.

· Comfort and healing are important functions supported    

          by these activities.

· Different cultures utilize different customs and rituals for 

          grief, hope and recovery.

· It is okay to need some special counseling after a tragic event and it is the healthy thing to obtain help for a teen who needs it so that he/she can get on the road to healing. 

· To get information about recovery after a disaster, the Dept of Mental Health website address is http://www.dmh.mo.gov/cps/cpsmap.htm or call 1-800-364-9687 to get information about counseling services.
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