Communicating with Children about Upsetting Events

John A. Anderson, Capt, USAF, BSC, Clinical Psychologist

DON’T:

· Tell your kids your deepest fears and worries

· Use your kids as sounding boards or for emotional support—talk to an adult about your concerns/worries—not your kids.

· Let them be unsupervised with the media (newspaper, TV, radio, magazines, etc.)

· Ignore their feelings

· Scold or shame them for being upset or asking questions

DO:

· Ask them how they are doing/what they’re feeling—don’t assume.

· Talk with them about their fears/concerns. If they’re not articulating specific fears, common fears may be:  a) this will happen again, b) someone they care about will be injured or killed, c) they will be separated from their family, d) they will be left alone.

· Respond to their fears/feelings with strength and compassion.

· Explain in simple terms—no need to elaborate. 

· Reassure them they are safe—if there are questions you can’t answer, remember the most important thing you can do is reassure them that you’ll do everything you can to keep them safe—that’s the job of grown-ups.

· Let them know our nation’s leaders are working very hard to make sure this doesn’t keep happening—remind them we’re the strongest nation in the world. 

· Encourage them to ask you about things they might hear at school.

· Be available and spend time with them.

· Limit their exposure to the media.

· Model appropriate emotions—kids tend to feel what they sense you are feeling.

· Screen what you say to them, and in front of them.

· Share your feelings in moderation, including how you are dealing with them—ie, you can let them know that you, too, feel sad for the children and families that have been affected, but you keep reminding yourself that there are lots of police, firemen, and others who are busy trying to help them and protect us.  

· If your kids have limited verbal skills—hold them, play with them—helping them to FEEL safe and well cared for.

Get back to your family routine as soon as possible—routines are reassuring to kids.   

