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	Phase

 
	Mental Health Messages

	Pre-event

Communication during the pre-event phase should promote awareness, preparedness, and access to helpful information.
	· Teaching children emergency preparedness can be made into a fun event including visiting with emergency responders, learning the sounds of warning signals (i.e. fire alarms, warning devices) and practicing how to respond at home or in public places. 
· Children cope best when parents and other adults in their lives cope well.  Preparing ahead of time will help our families cope better through an emergency.
· Emergency situations happen to all of us sooner or later.  We must build confidence in our children for the future and their ability to live normal lives beyond these time periods. 

· Healthy routines are important to our children’s well-being before, during and after a disaster.

· Getting our children involved in preparing an emergency kit while talking about different kinds of disasters helps them understand what could happen and what to do.
· Teaching children about the different alert levels, their meaning, and what our response should be if an alert level changes will help them be better prepared for disasters and for any security changes that may take place in their day-to-day environments due to alert level changes.
· Helping our children pick out a special toy, stuffed animal, or game to put in the kit lets them feel a part of preparations.
· A child’s imagination can intensify fears he already feels.  We must take children’s fears seriously, reassuring them and giving them age-appropriate information.

· We can help our children be less afraid by limiting their viewing of media broadcasts that continually discuss the potential of a disaster. 

· Planning with our child’s day care provider or school will assist all involved in knowing what to do in an emergency.
· If we have children with special needs, we need to plan accordingly, 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.

· An easy way to help our children learn about disaster preparedness is to obtain the coloring books and story books provided through the Federal Emergency Management Agency, www.fema.gov/kids  or The American Red Cross, www.redcross.org/pubs/dspubs/childmatls.html .
· We can build our children’s life skills by teaching them how to make friends, help others, develop healthy habits, re-focus when they are worried, set and achieve goals, problem-solve, and look hopefully to the future when things don’t go well.
· 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.
	· Our children will look to us for help after a tragedy.  Our ability to cope will help our children cope as well.
· We can help our children cope by returning to healthy routines as quickly as possible after an emergency situation.

· We need to limit ours and our children’s exposure to the media.  Children up to the age of seven may believe the disaster is happening again when they see media replays. 
· Children grieve too, and it is important for us to let them know that the feelings of denial, sadness, crying, irritableness or anger are normal reactions to what has happened.

· It is natural for children to feel afraid, however, their imaginations may run away with them, talk with them honestly presenting a real picture of what has happened.  
· When we talk with our children, we need to be situated at their eye level and we need to reassure them that as a family we will get through this together.
· Children may regress to an earlier developmental stage after a tragedy, for example, asking parents to help them dress. It is important for us to be patient during this time.

· Children may also show some of the following behaviors/emotions after a tragedy:  
· Stomachaches

· Fears (for example - of going places).
· Needing more attention

· Withdrawal (not wanting to go to school or avoiding friends and family).
· Heightened aggression/temper outbursts

· Sleep problems or nightmares

· Problems concentrating

· Declines in school performance

· Play that depicts the events over and over

· Experiencing persistent disturbing feelings and memories when reminded of the event.

· It is important for us to reassure our children and to provide them lots of love and attention at a time when our own stress might make it difficult for us to give our children the attention that they need. 
· When we have been directly impacted in a disaster, we will need to explain to our children what has happened and the next steps that we will be taking.  For example, “Tonight we will all stay together with Aunt Beth.”

· We should keep our children with us as much as possible after a disaster.  They will be afraid to be away from us.

· When a disaster has happened, working parents need to arrange after school care for children that may normally stay at home alone.  Other things that we can do to support our children if they must be separated from us: 
· Assure them that you will return.

· Give them a time, perhaps by showing them the  

               hands on a clock of when you will return. 

· Call them during the day.
· Children who have already been traumatized by an event or who already have emotional or behavioral difficulties will be more at risk after a disaster and may need additional mental health assistance.
· Children who have cognitive or emotional difficulties may be more susceptible to rumors and false information.

· When we have not been directly impacted by the disaster, we can help our children reach out to help others.  Find projects that they can help with and let them show they care.
· 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.

· Our children 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 children about how hate can hurt us and that we would not want to punish everyone in a group because a few acted carelessly or hatefully.
· 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 how to get counseling services.

	Recovery
Communication during a period of recovery should promote optimism, help-seeking, and access to recovery resources and services.
	· Kids are resilient and with our caring support, they can get through just about anything!

· 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.

· After a disaster, children will be most afraid that the event will happen again, that someone will be injured or killed, that they will be separated from their family or left alone.  Much reassurance will be needed. 

· When we have been directly impacted in a disaster, we will need to explain to our children what has happened and the next steps that we will be taking in recovery.  For example, “Tonight we will all stay together with Aunt Beth.”
· When we talk with our children, we need to be situated at their eye level and reassure them that as a family we will get through this together.

· Returning to a routine as soon as possible after an emergency will help our children in their recovery.

· Children may re-enact the traumatic event in play.  Playing with our children and talking about the event will help reduce their stress. Their emotions expressed in play are normal responses to a tragic event. 
· Recovery time varies for children as well as adults.  

· We must limit our children’s exposure to the media. Children see replays of disasters and think the event is happening again.

· We can help our children feel a part of what we are doing in recovery by letting them help us look for housing or be involved in other recovery activities.  
· It is easier for us as adults to leave our children with someone while we apply for assistance, etc.; however, our children may wish to stay with us if they are experiencing fears of being separated after a disaster. If possible, we should give our children the choice if they would like to go with us or stay with a trusted adult.
· We should seek mental health assistance for our children if their reactions (nightmares, aggressive play, fears) get worse over time instead of better.  

· Our children may seem to be doing fine, only to show signs of stress months after the event in irritableness, acting out behaviors, crying, nightmares, aggressive play, dark drawings, avoidance of school and friends, or other behaviors that are not normal to them.  Mental health assistance may be needed to help our children heal. 
· If a child runs a fever, we take him to the doctor.  If he or she has emotions, behaviors, thoughts, or physical aches and pains that go beyond a normal response to the disaster, we should seek out mental health assistance for him/her.
· We must use our judgment about including children in memorials based on their age and understanding.  A substitute for attending a funeral might be to pay a private visit with our children to the funeral home where we can talk about what has happened and help them with their feelings.
· Adults and children may experience heightened stress at the anniversary dates of a disaster. Talking about these feelings with our children will help them get through these events too.
· Children who have already been traumatized by an event or who already have emotional or behavioral difficulties will be more at risk after a disaster and may need additional mental health assistance.

· To get more information about what to expect when recovering from a traumatic event or to learn more about the services available to support people who are recovering, call 1-800-364-9687 or visit the Dept of Mental Health website at http://www.dmh.mo.gov/cps/cpsmap.htm 
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