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NAPLES (NNS) -- One of the biggest worries deploying Sailors have is for their children. How will their children cope with their parent’s absence and uncertain safety? Is there anything you can say or do now to help your children in the face of deployment or other traumatic events?

In their article, “Children and Fear of War and Terrorism,” the National Association of School Psychologists said, “For many, the guidance of caring adults will make the difference between being overwhelmed and developing life-long emotional and psychological coping skills.” Talk and images of terrorist attacks and war may set children’s imaginations running wild. They may imagine the worse, however unrealistic it may be. 

Dr. Lillian Miller is a clinical psychologist at the Fleet and Family Support Center (FFSC), Naples. She said, “Children have vivid imaginations, and if they are young enough and imaginative enough, they tend to think that they are at the center of all things, that they are the cause of all actions, good or bad. It is better to tell them of impending changes in their family life, because if they aren’t prepared ahead of time, they may blame themselves for a parent’s absence, thinking that parent is gone because of something ‘bad’ they did, said or wished.”

Children, like all of us, do better in stressful situations if they are forewarned. If you are deploying, it is best to discuss it; as soon as you know for older children, closer to the event for younger children. It is better to be concrete and not too frightening. 

Miller gave an example of something you might say to your young child. “Mommy has a job far away, and your friend, Ms. Kelly, will be taking care of you until I come back. I will try to call you on Sundays, but if I cannot call, I will write you every week. I will miss you very much.” 

Miller said, “I suggest waiting for any further questions from the child before providing more information. If you don’t know the answer to their question, say you don’t know. Try not to make promises that you cannot keep, like ‘I will be home for your birthday.’

“If your child is upset, try to recognize these feelings, and put them into words, such as ‘I can see you are feeling really scared about this.’ Sometimes a hug and saying ‘This is really hard for us all’ is the best thing you can do to validate your child’s feelings and communicate that you share these feelings. Don’t deny the seriousness of the situation by telling your child not to cry or not to worry. At the same time, you should express your hope that things will be okay.” 

Children often take emotional cues from the adults around them – especially parents. Thus, it is important for a parent to remain calm and respond to children’s concerns in a controlled and reasonable manner.

Help provide a sense of stability and security by maintaining normal routines. Remind children of day-to-day events that will not change: school will continue, the house will not change, and they will still sleep in their own beds.

Children may need guidance on what to believe about war and world events. “Take your child’s lead and talk on a level appropriate to his or her developmental level,” Miller said. “If they are old enough to be reading about and discussing the events leading up to a war, then refer to people or countries or events by specific name. If they are too young to know the specifics, and they are asking ‘why’ questions, try to get them to explain what they think or know, and then correct any misunderstandings at their level.” 

With small children, Miller recommends avoiding using global terms, like “bad,” as children are too used to hearing this applied to themselves or other children and may assume that if they are “bad,” the same drastic measures may be taken against them or anyone else called “bad.”

For difficult questions such as “Are you going to die?” answer a young child simply and truthfully: “I don’t know. I hope not, because I want to return to be a part of this family and watch you grow up. My friends and I are going to do everything we can to make sure we come back safely as soon as possible.” 

For an older child, Miller suggests you can discuss the specific dangers of your assignment and the uncertainty of war, while stressing the precautions you and your unit will take.

In conclusion Miller said, “Knowledge can be helpful, I believe, in terms of preparation for possible war, but the assurance of a deploying parent’s care, enduring love, and intention to return and rejoin the family as soon as possible can go a long way toward calming a child’s reasonable fears.”

If your child exhibits extreme or unusual reactions such as sleeping problems, withdrawal, aggression or obsession with violent thoughts, he or she may benefit from professional help. If you are concerned, contact your chaplain, the FFSC, your medical provider or your school guidance counselor. 

For related news, visit the Naval Support Activity Naples, Italy Navy NewsStand page at www.news.navy.mil/local/nsanaples. 

