
The Impact of Floods on the Mental p
Health of Children, Adolescents and 

Their FamiliesTheir Families

Healthy Minds/Healthy Children Outreach Services

1
2013



Disclaimer
• The information posted in this presentation is made availableThe information posted in this presentation is made available 

by Healthy Minds/Healthy Children Outreach Service of Alberta 
Health Services, for information and educational purposes 
onlyonly.  

• The module is provided on an “as is” basis. To the fullest 
extent possible under applicable law, Alberta Health Services 
disclaims all warranties and conditions express implied ordisclaims all warranties and conditions, express, implied or 
statutory, including but not limited to, accuracy, reliability, 
completeness, applicability, conditions of fitness for a particular 
purpose non infringement or violation of any other rightpurpose, non-infringement or violation of any other right.

• Reliance on any information provided in this presentation is 
solely at the user’s risk. These materials are not a substitute 
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for clinical advice or clinical judgement. 



Prerequisite
In order to understand the followingIn order to understand the following 
presentation, it is very important that 
you have completed viewing the 
introductory module in this series titledintroductory module in this series, titled 
“Traumatic Stress for Caregivers and 
Teachers: What It Is and What It Looks 
Like”.  This is where you will find a 
description of the stress response and 
the signs of traumatic stress inthe signs of traumatic stress in 
infants/toddlers, children, and teens.  
Please ensure that you have completed 
this introduction before continuing
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this introduction before continuing.



I f ti FInformation For 
Parents and Caregivers  g
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Outline
• What We Know• What We Know
• What You Can Do For You

Changing the Situationg g
Doing Things to Help Ourselves
The Need for Support

H l i Y Child d T• Helping Your Children and Teens
What We Know 
Changing Their SituationChanging Their Situation
Helping Them Do Ourselves 
Things
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Providing Support



Outline
• For Example;• For Example;

Helping Your Infant
Helping Your ToddlerHelping Your Toddler
Helping Your Pre-Schooler
Helping Your School-Aged p g g
Child
Helping Your Teen

• Resources
• References
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What We Know
Life can never be stress free• Life can never be stress free. 

• Realize that you cannot solve 
every problem you encounterevery problem you encounter 
or always respond to events 
in a calm, rational fashion.  

• Take into account your 
physical and emotional 
limitations, and have ,
reasonable expectations 
about what you can handle 
and when to get help
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and when to get help. 



What We Know
You cannot help your children and adolescents 

if you do not take care of yourself!
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What We Know
First Nations’ considerations:• First Nations’ considerations:

natural disasters and other crises can trigger or 
exacerbate historical trauma
the elderly are particularly susceptible
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What You Can Do for You
• The key to coping with stress is 

your understanding of what is 
happening in your body and the pp g y y
impact this has on your thoughts, 
emotions, and behaviour. In 
general children lack thisgeneral, children lack this 
understanding.  

• The stress response can be 
triggered internally by thoughts 
and feelings, as well as 
externally through an event
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externally through an event.  



What You Can Do for You
• In general, coping strategies fall 

under one or more of these three 
headings:headings: 

Situation

Ourselves

Supportpp

that is, “SOS”. 
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Changing the Situation
If you can alter the situation in even a• If you can alter the situation in even a 
very small way, you can change your 
perception and thereby reduce your 
stress response.

• Ways to alter your situation include:
access resources
re-establish routines and normalcy 
to as great an extent as possibleto as great an extent as possible
prioritize where to focus your 
energy, time and financial 
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resources



Changing the Situation
• Problem-solve

name it
rate itrate it 
brainstorm solutions
pick one and do itpick one and do it

• Set reasonable goals
specificp
realistic
scheduled
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Changing the Situation
• Try to maintain a “big 

picture” perspective
• Try to identify positives• Try to identify positives 

that remain or that are 
possible

• Try to keep a positive 
outlook

realistic thinking

future orientation
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Changing the Situation
Three aspects of anxiety interact with each other:Three aspects of anxiety interact with each other:

1. Thoughts
(what we say to ourselves) Thoughts

What if m
y mom

me homeThoughts

What if m
y mom

me home

2.  Feelings
(how the body responds)

e.g., W
ha

doesn’t come

Physical Feelings

 Tummy ache, 

heart ra
cing 

e.g., W
ha

doesn’t come

Physical Feelings

 Tummy ache, 

heart ra
cing ( y p )

3. Behaviours 
(what we do or our actions) Behaviours 

ding mom, 

m school 

Phy
e.g., Tu

headache, hear

Behaviours 

ding mom, 

m school 

Phy
e.g., Tu

headache, hear

(what we do or our actions)

Stop the cycle by practicing realistic, positive thinking.

Be
e.g. Finding

staying home froBe
e.g. Finding

staying home fro
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Changing the Situation
journal or draw about what is stressing you most -
getting it out of your head and body, and putting it 
down on paper, allows you to gain perspective and p p , y g p p
calm down
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Changing the Situation

• Minimize media• Minimize media 
exposure

triggersgg
vicarious trauma

• Continue to access 
information 
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Doing Things to Help Ourselves

• Educate yourself:
fabout the physiology of 

stress
to recognize the signs ofto recognize the signs of 
stress in your own body

Remember:Remember: 
knowledge is power!
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Doing Things to Help Ourselves
• Acknowledge your own 

strengths and resilience
Acknowledge accept• Acknowledge, accept, 
manage, and appropriately 
express your feelings

• Give yourself and others the 
benefit of the doubt

no “should’a, would’a, 
could’a, ought’a” 

• Take time for yourself
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• Take time for yourself



Doing Things to Help Ourselves
• Practice good self-care:

conserve your energy
practice stress reduction/managementpractice stress reduction/management

practice deep breathing 
use relaxation techniquesuse relaxation techniques
eat healthily
get regular exercise
get plenty of sleep
spend time with your partner and 

f i d
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your friends



Doing Things to Help Ourselves

do things you enjoy 
laugh 
use ritual

l tvolunteer   
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Doing Things to Help Ourselves
• First Nations’ healing• First Nations  healing 

rituals:
smudging
attending a sweat
drumming
carrying a medicine 
bundle
using a medicineusing a medicine 
wheel meditation
calling on your spirit 

22
animal



The Need for Support

• Seek out supportive people 
to comfort and nurture you

• Practice your spirituality
• Know when to seek 

dditi l h ladditional help
phone lines

f i lprofessionals
• Be a role-model for others
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Helping Your Children and Teens
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What We Know
There is no age at which a child• There is no age at which a child 
is immune to the effects of 
exposure trauma.

• Children need adults to help them 
learn how to respond to stress in 
physically and emotionallyphysically and emotionally 
healthy ways.

• Children need adults to help them 
make sense of traumatic eventsmake sense of traumatic events.

• We are all hard wired to respond 
to tone, facial cues and body 
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language.



What We Know
If we perceive a threat we do• If we perceive a threat, we do 
an inventory of the social 
environment.

• Feeling states are easily 
transferred from person-to-
person.person. 

• If others look threatened, we 
feel alarmed and if others 
appear calm we relaxappear calm, we relax.

• For children, the primary 
predictor of how they will react 
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is how you respond. 



What We Know
When you are emotionally• When you are emotionally 
unavailable due to your own 
traumatic stress, your 
children:

are quick to notice your 
physical and emotionalphysical and emotional 
changes
will attempt to come up p p
with an explanation for 
what is happening and 
what to do about it
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what to do about it 



What We Know
Your children:Your children:

are aware that they are 
dependent on you and otherdependent on you and other 
adults for their safety and security
are incapable of orienting by 
themselves - they need help to 
regain a compass point, a secure 
base on which to fall back 
may believe they need to parent 
themselves, their siblings, and 
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you



What We Know
need to be reminded that "adult 
problems" are for adults to solve 
may need others to remindmay need others to remind 
them that they can still be kids
may feel rejected and/ormay feel rejected and/or 
abandoned by you if you 
withdraw 
need to know that, if you seem 
upset, it is not because of them, 
but rather it is due to the flood 
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What We Know
Traumatic events can have an impact• Traumatic events can have an impact 
on your relationship with your 
children, leaving them vulnerable and 
unable to cope.

loss of trust in you as a reliable 
protectorprotector
disturbed ideas of who is safe and 
who is dangerous
either you, your child, or both may 
develop new negative beliefs 
based on the traumatic experience
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based on the traumatic experience



What We Know
you and your child may 
serve as traumatic 
reminders/triggers for one gg
another
your ability to establish and 

i t i thimaintain an empathic 
relationship with your 
children may be impairedy p
you may have a decreased 
capacity to recognize 
d t
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danger or stress



What We Know
So, one of the most effective ways to help your children is 
to increase your own ability to provide safety and stability, 
as well as an attuned response to them and their p
emotional needs. 
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Helping Your Children And Teens
Employ the same S. O. S. strategies 

to help your children and teens 
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Changing Their Situation
Uncertainty is a source of• Uncertainty is a source of 
enormous stress for adults 
and children, and silence is 
not comforting in traumatic 
situations

• Provide:• Provide:
routine, structure, 
consistency, and y,
appropriate discipline
as much as possible, a 

f ti i t
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comforting environment



Changing Their Situation

limited exposure to:
dimedia coverage

trauma reminders/ 
triggersgg

opportunities for fun
• Anticipate on-going 

h d dj t tchange and adjustments

35



Helping Them Do “Ourselves” Things
Model and encourage positive coping skills:• Model and encourage positive coping skills: 

deep breathing and other relaxation techniques
healthy eatinghealthy eating
plenty of sleep
regular exerciseg
ritual 
play
laughing
volunteering

E lf ffi
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• Encourage self-efficacy



Providing Support
• Understand that each of your children is unique and 

so will be their responses to this crisis.
• If possible create a safe haven for themIf possible, create a safe haven for them.
• Express your love and affection.
• Provide firm and consistent expectations and limits. p
• Try to spend 1:1 time with each of them
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Providing Support

• Listen to, acknowledge, 
validate, and normalize their 

d f liconcerns and feelings. 
• Be tolerant, accepting, and 

patientpatient.
• Don’t criticize regressed 

behaviour; rather, meet them 
where they are at 
developmentally.
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Providing Support
Assume that your children feel• Assume that your children feel 
guilt and address it up front:

young children haveyoung children have 
magical thinking and are 
very egocentric
older children and teens 
may wonder what they 
could have done to prevent p
the crisis
need to repeatedly hear, “It 

t f lt”
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was not your fault”.



Providing Support

• Acknowledge positive 
behaviours, however small,

• Find ways to protect them 
from further harm and from 
f th tfurther exposure to 
reminders of the trauma 

• Reaffirm their safety, over y,
and over – once is not 
enough!
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Providing Support

• Children need accurate and specific information about 
their safety and what the future holds for them.

• Be honest and open even if this is emotionally difficult• Be honest and open, even if this is emotionally difficult.
• Be guided by their questions.
• Telling the truth does not mean telling the whole story –

keep the information age-related and simple, and tell 
them only what they need to know. 
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Providing Support
• Children in acute distress 

require an adult to remain with 
them for support or comfort.pp

• If you need to leave to tend to 
other matters, enlist the aid of 

th l d ltanother calm adult.
• The presence of other children 

can help children to feelcan help children to feel 
connected and more powerful 
in a situation that leaves them 
feeling helpless

42

feeling helpless.



Providing Support
• As a First Nations’ 

community find ways to 
reinstate traditional culturalreinstate traditional, cultural, 
and spiritual practices to: 

help children and youth 
regain a sense of place 
and pride in who they are 
and where they have a d e e t ey a e
come from as a people.  
Elders can be a huge 
resource in this
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resource in this.



Providing Support
encourage young people to be all that they can be, as 
instilling hope for the future will help to break the cycle 
of despair.p
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For Example:
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Helping Your Infant

• Example 1: Your baby cries a• Example 1: Your baby cries a 
lot and is having problems 
sleeping.  She cries 
whenever other family 
members try to pick her up 
and wants to be held by you y y
all the time. 
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Helping Your Infant

E l 2 Y b b f d• Example 2: Your baby fusses and 
doesn’t want to eat things he 
used to like.  He often spits up 
what he does take in and you are 
worried he might not be growing 
as he shouldas he should. 
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Helping Your Toddler

• Example 1: Your toddler• Example 1: Your toddler 
has problems sleeping, 
doesn’t want to go to bed, 
won’t sleep alone, and 
wakes up at night 
screaming.g
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Helping Your Toddler

• Example 2: Your toddler cries 
or complains whenever you 
leave the room even to go toleave the room, even to go to 
the bathroom. He can’t stand 
to be away from you.
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Helping Your Pre-Schooler

• Example 1: Your pre-schooler is 
showing signs of general 
fearfulness. He is afraid of beingfearfulness.  He is afraid of being 
alone, being in the bathroom, 
going to sleep, or going to his 
grandma’sgrandma s. 
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Helping Your Pre-Schooler

• Example 2: Your pre-p p
schooler has regressed to 
previously out-grown 
behaviours such as thumbbehaviours, such as thumb 
sucking, bed-wetting, talking 
in baby talk, needing to sit in 

l dyour lap, and so on.
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Helping Your School-Aged Child

• Example 2: Your school-
aged son is reluctant to go to 
school, to his sitter’s, or out 
to play with his friends.  
You’ve noticed that heYou ve noticed that he 
seems to have a fear of the 
flooding happening again 
and is triggered byand is triggered by 
reminders of what 
happened.
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Helping Your School-Aged Child

• Example 1: Your school-aged 
daughter refuses to talk with 
you or anyone else about the 
flood. You think that she feelsflood.  You think that she feels 
that she was somehow at fault 
for the flooding, or that she 
should have been able toshould have been able to 
change what happened. 
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Helping Your Adolescent
• Example 1: Since the 

flood, your adolescent 
daughter is acting outdaughter is acting out.  
She is angry all the time, 
participating in risky 
b h i ( hbehaviour (such as 
experimenting with 
alcohol and drugs), being 
sexually active, and 
committing minor 
criminal offences
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criminal offences.



Helping Your Adolescent
• Example 2: Your 

adolescent is self-
conscious about his fearsconscious about his fears 
of the flood reoccurring, his 
sense of vulnerability, his 

b t b iconcern about being 
labelled “strange”, and so 
on.  He has begun avoiding 
you and his friends, 
spending most of his time 
alone in his room
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alone in his room.



Resources
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Resources
• Phone Lines:

HealthLink 1-866-408-5465
Distress Centre (24 hrs ) (403) 266 1605Distress Centre (24 hrs.) (403) 266-1605
Mental Health Help Line 1-877-303-2642
Access Mental Health (Calgary Zone) (403) 943-1500Access Mental Health (Calgary Zone)  (403) 943 1500
Rural Access Mental Health 1-877-652-4700
Wood’s Community Resource Team   1-800-563-6106
Parent’s Help Line 1-888-603-9100
Kid’s Help Phone 1-800-668-6868
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Resources
• Helpful Links and Websites:

http://www.albertahealthservices.ca/MentalHealthWellne
ss/hi mh helping your child or teen respond to ass/hi-mh-helping-your-child-or-teen-respond-to-a-
disaster-or-emergency.pdf
http://www.albertahealthservices.ca/MentalHealthWellnep
ss/hi-mh-helping-children-and-teens-recover-from-a-
disaster-or-emergency.pdf
www aacap org/cs/DisasterTrauma ResourceCenterwww.aacap.org/cs/DisasterTrauma.ResourceCenter
(American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry)
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Resources
www.FEMA.gov
www.Helpguide.org
http://www nctsn org/content/psychological first aidhttp://www.nctsn.org/content/psychological-first-aid
(National Child Traumatic Stress Network)
www.nctsn.org/content/identifying-and-providing-g y g p g
services-young-children-who-have-been-exposed-
trauma-professionals
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Summary
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Additional Questions?
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Additional Questions?
Additi l Q ti ? Pl t tAdditional Questions?  Please contact us:

Community Education Service
/ F il R C tc/o Family Resource Centre, 

Alberta Children’s Hospital
2888 Sh i T il NW2888 Shaganappi Trail NW
Calgary, AB T3B 6A8
Ph 403 955 7420 F 403 955 0248Phone: 403-955-7420     Fax: 403-955-0248
Email: ces@albertahealthservices.ca
W b it f lb t h lth i / h
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Website: fcrc.albertahealthservices.ca/ces.php


