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Helping Children Cope with Trauma When You Feel Its
Effects Yourself

Exposure to dangerous and violent situations can lead to emotional and physical reactions in both children
and adults. When you experience trauma with your children, you face the challenge of helping them cope
with difficult thoughts, memories, and emotions while you, too, feel the effects of what has happened. How
can you calm your children when you are not calm yourself?

Calm and strengthen yourself.

It's important to recognize your own reactions to what has happened or is happening. It's true that your
children need you, but they also need you to be strong. If you pay attention only to their needs or the needs
of others, you risk undermining and weakening yourself when you need to be thinking clearly and making
smart decisions—for their sake and your own. Because your children depend on you, it's important to take
steps to calm and strengthen yourself:

e Observe what is going on with your body. Mentally scan your body: Do you have headaches, stomach
aches, or pain in your neck or back? Are your abdominal muscles tense? Are you extra alert or
exhausted? These are among the natural physical reactions to trauma.

e Pay attention to your emotions. Are you feeling anxious, angry, sad, fearful, or emotionally numb?
These and many other emotional reactions are also natural in the face of trauma and are closely linked
to your physical reactions.

e Accept your physical and emotional reactions as real and valid. You may wish you were happy and
relaxed, but those feelings may be unrealistic right now.

¢ Find ways to be alone. Sometimes you simply need to be by yourself. Try to find someone to watch your
children, even if it's just for a short time, and let yourself be alone.

e Use calming and grounding techniques. Reduce your tension when your feel panicky or frozen or when
you are so sad, angry, or fearful that you can't think clearly or be supportive to your child:

o Breathe deeply. Count slowly to four as you inhale deeply through your nose and to four again as
your slowly exhale through your mouth. As you breathe, feel the tension leaving your body.
Humming to yourself can also calm your breathing, with an added calming effect from the music.

o Move your body. Take a walk or run, dance, or stretch. Physical activity gets your circulation going
and can help you shift your mind to different thoughts.

o Splash your face with cold water, or take a warm bath or shower. The sensation of cold water on
your skin can interrupt feelings of overheated anxiety, while the feeling of warm water can soothe
and relax.

o Give yourself a hug, hug your child (if hugs are welcome), massage your neck, or tap your fingers
gently on your chest while your arms are crossed. All of these are ways to feel the calming effects of
touch.

o Use the 5-4-3-2-1 technique to tune in to your senses. Notice five things around you that you can
see, four that you can feel, three that you can hear, two that you can smell, and one that you can
taste.

o Ask for help. That might be help with practical tasks, like shopping, cooking, or the logistics of your next
steps, or it might be help in dealing with your emotional reactions to the trauma. A good friend can help
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you talk through your feelings. A professional counselor can help if you are stuck in negative thinking or
if your emotional reactions are hurting your ability to function.

Your goal is not to be completely relaxed and happy. That's not realistic right now. Instead, work on calming
yourself enough that you can be a calming, reassuring presence for your children while also thinking clearly,
being alert to real risks and dangers, and taking steps to keep your family safe.

Understand how your children might be reacting to the trauma.

Every person reacts to trauma in different ways. It's natural to feel unsafe, afraid, angry, sad, or confused, or

to feel a mix of conflicting emotions. But how and when these feelings are expressed can vary tremendously

from person to person. Some children, like some adults, may be tearful or have angry outbursts, while others

may be withdrawn or emotionally numb. Some children may show emotional effects of the trauma right

away, while for others the reaction may come days or weeks later. Beyond those individual reactions,

children respond to trauma differently at different ages:

e Young children may be clingy, have trouble sleeping, or be irritable.

¢ School-age children may have irrational fears, feel responsible for what has happened, act out or
misbehave, or become extremely upset at times.

o Teenagers may feel helpless, see the world as an unsafe place, be angry at the unfairness of what has
happened, feel guilt or shame, have trouble concentrating, or engage in impulsive behaviors.

o Children of any age may regress to younger behaviors, no longer find pleasure in activities they once
enjoyed, or feel their emotions in the form of headaches or stomach aches. Other children may act like
"little adults" at the cost of their mental health and sense of safety (a "paternalized" reaction).

Ways to Help Children Cope with Emotional and Physical Reactions to Trauma

e Pay attention to and validate your children's emotions. Accept them as natural reactions to a difficult
experience. Validate them as genuinely felt, part of the child's real experience, not something to hide or
be ashamed of. Ignoring or dismissing their emotions can lead children to feel even more lost, alone, and
afraid.

o Do your best to be patient. Understand that behaviors that can seem irritating or bothersome to you
may be part of a child's emotional reaction to trauma. Regression to younger behaviors, clinging, acting
out, and misbehavior are common childhood reactions to trauma.

e Don't worry if your child's reactions are different from yours, or from each other's. One child might cry
while another might not. One child might be withdrawn while another might be talkative and needy.
Give them time to process their emotions while providing them with comfort and a sense of safety.

e Soothe and comfort your children with hugs, by letting them stay close to you, by singing to them, or by
telling a story. Provide extra reassurance that you are with them and will stay with them, and that when
you go out, you will come back.

o Show your child simple self-soothing techniques. Many of the calming techniques for adults can work
for children as well. Show them how you calm yourself with deep breathing, and practice together. Show
your child how hugging a pillow or sitting with a pet can be soothing. Hum a song together, and show
your child how humming to themselves can help them feel calmer.

e Encourage your children to talk about how they are feeling. Ask open-ended questions (ones that can't
be answered with just a "yes" or "no") and listen to what your children tell you. Ask them to tell you how
they are feeling and where they are feeling it in their body. Use inviting phrases to encourage them to
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talk, like "Would you like to talk about it?"; "Can you tell me more about that?"; "I'm interested"; and
"Go ahead, I'm listening."

Listen. Make the time to listen when your children want to talk. Listen to learn and understand. Don't
feel the need to respond to everything they say with an answer or solution. There may be none. Healing
for the child starts with being heard, understood, and loved.

Be available. If your child doesn't want to talk at first, that's OK. Try again later. Be available by staying
physically close to them.

Be honest in answering their questions, but don't overwhelm them with more information than they
are asking for. Young children, in particular, may have limited or distorted concepts of what is
happening. When they ask you questions, first find out what they know or think, then help address their
concern with appropriate information. Be honest, too, in saying that you don't have answers when you
don't. Explain that you are doing your best to find out and will tell them when you know more.
Encourage young children to tell the story of what has happened through their play. Play-acting can be
a way for them to work through their memories and emotions. If you play out their stories with them,
you can learn what they are feeling and what worries them.

Spend more time together. Come up with activities that you all enjoy, ones that can distract you all from
disturbing thoughts or feelings and perhaps bring some smiles and laughs.

Do what you can to establish daily routines. Consistent morning and bedtime routines and regular
meals can be an anchor and a comfort in a disrupted world.

Encourage your children to write, draw, or express their thoughts and feelings in creative ways. This
can help children process difficult experiences and emotions and may give you insight into their
concerns.

Talk about what's good, using concrete examples. Remind your children that your cat is still with you,
for example, or that you brought their backpacks. Tell them of people you read or hear about who are
helping others and working to make things better.

Don't expect empathy from your children right now. They're scared and focused on survival. They want
to know that you are there for them. They don't have the ability right now to be there for you. Don't
expect them to be brave for your sake, either. Be brave for them, and let them discover their own inner
strength as they get through this difficult time.

When a Child May Need Additional Help
Just as you might benefit from additional help in processing your reactions to what you've experienced, so
might a child. Seek the help of a professional counselor if a child or adolescent

Displays aggressive emotional outbursts long after the traumatic situation has ended
Withdraws completely from family and friends

Is unable to cope with routine problems or daily activities

Engages in vandalism or illegal activities

Expresses suicidal ideas

Reaching out for help is not a sign of weakness. A professional counselor can offer solutions that may not be
known to you.
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For More Information on Helping Children Cope with Trauma
"After a Crisis: Helping Young Children Heal," National Child Traumatic Stress Institute. (2005)
https://www.nctsn.org/resources/after-crisis-helping-young-children-heal

In Ukrainian: "Micna kpusu: AK gonomortn AuTuHI suinntmca" (2022)
https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/after-a-crisis-helping-young-children-heal-

uk.pdf

In Russian: "Mocne Kpu3unca: Kak nomoub aetam ncuenmtbea' (2022)

https://www.nctsn.org/sites/default/files/resources/fact-sheet/after-a-crisis-helping-young-children-heal-
ru.pdf

"Supporting Your Child at a Time of Conflict and Crisis," Workplace Options (March 2022). Recorded webinar
(requires entry of name and email): https://register.gotowebinar.com/recording/3534907215120462082

e |n Ukrainian: https://register.gotowebinar.com/recording/7144712740781340673

e In Russian: https://register.gotowebinar.com/recording/8837158004044492034

This article has been reviewed by Galina Itskovich, Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW)-R, Master of Social
Work (MSW), Bachelor's in Psychology; and Maullika Sharma, Certified Employee Assistance Program (CEAP)
Professional, National Board—Certified Health and Wellness Coach (NBC-HW(C), Masters in Counseling
Psychology.

Galina Itskovich has a private practice in Brooklyn, New York; more than 20 years of experience in the fields
of mental health and developmental disorders; areas of expertise include trauma, critical incidents/disaster
mental health, and early childhood/developmental disorders. She is published many times in academic
journals; has extensive teaching, presenting, and supervisory experience; and is a certified "Psychological
First Aid" Trainer. Maullika Sharma is also in private practice in Bangalore, India, is a published author, and
has been an EAP specialist at Workplace Options (WPO) for many years.
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Disclaimer: This document is intended for general information only. It does not provide the reader with specific direction, advice, or
recommendations. You may wish to contact an appropriate professional for questions concerning your particular situation.
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