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Outline:
• What is a disaster and how to children typically respond?
• How can I help my child cope?
• What is PTSD and what should I watch out for?

What is a disaster 
exposure?
• The World Health Organization describes disaster as, “a 

severe ecological and psychosocial disruption which greatly 
exceeds a community’s ability to cope.”

• eye-witness to a disaster 
• He or she might have been hurt or had a family member who 

was hurt or killed 
• Children are also exposed to disasters through TV, 

newspapers, word-of-mouth, or a mixture of these.

Anxiety in Children is normal 
after a traumatic event
• Everybody feels stress, many children are afraid a disaster will 

happen again. 
• Short-term signs include:

• Sleep changes
• Appetite changes
• Headaches and stomach aches
• Clingy
• Irritable, more hyperactive, moody, sad

• Most signs of stress will disappear within a few weeks.

How to help kids cope: Step 1, 
know the disaster and yourself
• Understand the disaster, what you know and don’t know.

• The way children see and understand their parent’s 
responses are very important 

• Children are watching and aware of parent’s worries
• Pretending there is no danger will not end a child’s 

concerns
• Keep in mind that unlike adults, children (especially young 

children) can be re-traumatized by exposure to events 
displayed on media
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How to help kids cope:  Step 2, 
mobilize resources and routines 
• Assure children they are safe
• Tell your child you understand how they feel and you’re doing 

everything you can to manage the current situation
• Include children in your activities, if possible

How to help kids cope:  Step 2, 
mobilize resources and routines 
• Restore routines quickly

• Meals the same time every day
• Enforce usual expectations (beds still need to be made 

and rooms picked up, even in a hotel or at a grandma’s)
• Allow time and room for grieving over a lost pet, toy, or blanket
• Limit exposure to news that contain death, violence, and injury

How to help kids cope: 
Step 3, talk
1. Listen and observe, carefully and intentionally

• “it’s OK to tell me how you feel”
• Don’t interrupt. 
• Don’t correct misinformation (yet) 

• instead, ask them how they got the information they 
did.

• Oftentimes, kids misinterpret things they see or 
hear during a disaster

• Invite them to explain what they know and don’t know

How to help kids cope: 
Step 3, talk
2. Now, gently correct misinformation

• Don’t minimize or make light 
of their feelings

• Explain the limits of external 
sources of information

How to help kids cope: 
Step 3, talk
3. Explain the disaster

• Use simple terms your child can understand
• Answer honestly 
• Explain what has happened, what is happening, and 

what is going to happen
• Do not give more information than they are prepared to 

hear

How to help kids cope: 
Resources to help
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How to help kids cope: Resources to 
help Signs of stress to watch for

Warning signs of struggle: 
• Preschool: 

• Overly dependent
• “go backwards” from potty training
• Nightmares
• Agitation
• Temper tantrums

• School-age: 
• Physical complaints
• Sleep/appetite disturbances
• Concentration problems
• Worsening oppositional behavior

• Teens:
• Hyperactivity
• Anxiety/Panic
• Fears of shortened life
• Plunge into or away from pleasurable activities
• Withdrawal 
• Substance use

PTSD in Children
PTSD is a clearly-defined medical condition with specific symptom 
criteria that have to be present for at least one month duration. 
• Many of the signs of stress can be normal… 
• However if the symptoms persist beyond a month form the 

disaster or at any point severely limit the health, safety, or 
functioning of the child…

• Parents should seek help from a primary care physician or 
mental health professional.

Will my child get PTSD?
• Most children who experience physical and emotional fallout 

from a disaster do not go on to get PTSD. 
• Many factors go in to whether or not a child develops PTSD:

• Magnitude and length of the trauma
• Degree of threat to physical injury
• Exposure to death
• Past exposure to trauma
• Resiliency
• Child’s ability to cope and utilize caregiver supports 

Will my child get PTSD?
• After 9/11 in 2001, a man-made disaster, a survey of 8266 

children 4-12th grade found that PTSD increased from 2 to 
10.5%

• A natural disaster such as the Buffalo Creek Disaster, a major 
flood in West Virginia in 1972, resulted in one-third of the 
children being diagnosed with PTSD

• A World Health Organization bulletin noted that 40% of 
children exposed to the Indian Oceana Tsunami in 2004 had 
PTSD

AACAP.org

Questions?
Contact Dr. Ryan Edwards at the University of Nebraska Medical Center’s 
Child & Adolescent Psychiatry Clinic

For a patient consultation, call 
402-552-6007

Clinic Practice Location:
Poynter Hall 
985575 Nebraska Medical 
Center Omaha, NE 68198-
5575
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