Children’s Psychological Health

How to help your child through the experience of a hurricane

By Irene Hansen Savarese M.S., L.M.H.C.

Anticipating a hurricane can be a traumatic experience for all involved, adults and children. However, children's needs are often ignored in the hours before a major hurricane is expected to hit.

Before the storm

A few days before Frances hit West Palm Beach two years ago, my 9 year old daughter asked me: “Are we going to die?” and “Is the house going to blow away?” I answered her that we weren’t going to die. We would spend the night at a secure hotel, and that our house was boarded to protect it. She inspected the work her father had done outside and started to pack a bag for the trip. Questions like these illustrate the child’s fear about the approaching storm. If I had pushed her questions aside, I would have missed the opportunity to learn about my daughter’s thoughts and feelings. I would also have missed out on a perfect bonding experience with my daughter. What happened later that same day illustrates to me how important it is to validate the child’s emotional distress; Observing her father and I prepare for the storm all morning, my daughter all of a sudden threw her arm around my waist and said: “I love you mom!” Then she resolutely grabbed a broom and started to sweep the kitchen floor.

Simple and age appropriate explanations

Even infants and very young children sense tension coming from their surroundings and can be soothed by being physically close to their parents or other important people in their lives. Similarly, older children need to be comforted and reassured. A part of our hurricane preparation should be to answer our children's questions with simple and age appropriate explanations. Avoid explaining more than they ask for. Stop and listen for more questions. Have them participate in preparations, like shopping, cleaning and cooking. Inform them of your decisions and plans. Protect young children from too much exposure to frightening graphics on TV of the hurricane moving closer to the home. Older children and adolescents might want a more scientific explanation and need to feel a part of a team. When we listen to their ideas and respect their fears and let them participate in the family’s decisions, destructive storms can be perfect opportunities to connect emotionally to our children.

In the wake of the storm

After the storm has passed, we need to pay special attention to how our children got through the frightening experience. If no harm has come to anyone in the family and the home is not destroyed, we sometimes tend to think that we don’t have to talk to our children. However, the experience can shake young children’s sense of safety and make them feel vulnerable. The world has suddenly become dangerous in their eyes. It can be quite distressing to realize that there are events that even parents can’t prevent. However, there is much we can do to help our children face a hurricane before and after it hits.

Checklist

Provide comfort and reassurance

Provide opportunities for talking about feelings

Listen and validate emotional distress

Provide basic information

Listen for distortions and misunderstandings

Let children participate in the preparations and in the clean up after

Monitor and limit young children's exposure to frightening graphics on TV

Be mindful of how you deal with emotional distress (parents own fears)

Focus on images of strength and survival

Talk about the experiences after the storm has passed

(The checklist is modified from Cynthia Monahon: “ Children and Trauma. A Parents Guide to Helping Children Heal.”)
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