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Natural disasters can be a cause of major trauma to children as well as adults. Research on children who have been directly
affected by natural disasters shows that some children experience emotional distress for a long time after the event. This can be
related to the experience of having to leave their homes, fears about their parents’ safety and fears about the future, as well as

the actual experience of the event.

Some children who are distressed don’t share this with their
parents as they don't want to worry them, so it is important for
parents and carers to be aware of other ways that children may
show their feelings.

If children who show signs of stress don't get support,
understanding and appropriate reassurance at an early stage,
the emotional effects of the disaster can continue over many
months. It is important to remember also that sometimes
children can seem to be coping well at first but stress reactions
can come later.

Impact of natural disasters on children
The impact of a natural disaster on children will depend on:;

B how close the event is to home
B how the child’s parents and carers respond
B the child’s temperament

® being apart from their parents at the time of the disaster—being
apart causes anxiety

8 family support

B how much they see on the media. Repeated and vivid images
on television can confuse young children because it can seem
like the disaster is being repeated over and over again and that
they are very close, even when they are not

B whether children have personal losses; for example, if their
home is lost and their whole life disrupted, or the loss of a loved
pet. There is the grief related to the losses and also fears of
what will happen in the future

8 the child’s age. Younger children in particular may be
affected because they don't fully understand what is
happening and what they imagine may be even more
frightening than the reality.

Note: Being apart from parents during a natural disaster can be
very stressful for children, who worry about their parents’ safety.

Children’'s losses

Some of the losses for children include:

B |oss of memories and treasured possessions

B |oss of their secure home base

B |oss of support from stressed parents

B |oss of friends if they have to move to a new area

B |oss of pets.

For young children even the loss of what seem to adults like small
things, such as a special toy, can be very upsetting. Grief and loss
in children may lead to:

B feelings of insecurity and anxiety
B feelings of shock, denial, anger, fear, guilt and sadness

B |oss of feelings of safety.

Grief reactions
Some of the ways grief is evident in children include:

B physical reactions; for example, stomach-aches or headaches
B sleeping difficulties, bad dreams, and nightmares

B eating problems

B acting like a younger child

B difficulties concentrating

B acting as if they haven’t taken in what has happened

B becoming easily upset and showing fears

B fear of the darkness

B being mean to others or destructive

B being angry, irritable or aggressive

B temper tantrums
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