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Supporting Children and Young People Following a Traumatic Event

When a child or young person experiences or witnesses a traumatic event, such as a road traffic
collision; an act of violence; a natural disaster; or a serious injury or crime; they may experience
a traumatic stress reaction. This is a natural response and, with the right support from loved
ones, they will often recover within a few weeks.

Traumatic stress will present differently across developmental stages and from person to
person. Common signs include constant replaying of the event; nightmares and/or difficulty
sleeping; increased anxiety, including separation anxiety; changes in behaviour; changes to
appetite; hypervigilance (e.g., jumping at loud noises); difficulty concentrating/completing
normal tasks; regression to earlier stages of development; risk taking behaviour and/or use of
drugs and alcohol.

While this can feel scary to see, most parents/carers are able to support their child following a
traumatic event.

What do children and young people need after a traumatic event?

Children and young people need to feel safe, calm, connected, in control and hopeful.

1. Safe

The world may feel very dangerous and scary following a traumatic event. Re-establish feelings
of safety by reminding them that, while tragic, these events are not usually common. Promote
feelings of safety by being calm, empathetic, consistent, and reliable. Children will also need
to make sense of what has happened. Be clear and factual, in child-appropriate language, when
providing information. Let them know they can ask you questions, and you will answer them
as honestly and openly as you can. Remember: it’s okay to say, ‘I don’t know’. Continue to
remind them you’re there to support them and keep them safe. It can also be helpful to remind
them who else is available for them to speak to if they need to, such as other family members,
family friends, teachers etc.

2. Calm

Support your child to express their emotions, so they can get to a place of calm. This isn't about
stopping your child from being angry or upset, it's about giving them the space to express how
they're feeling in a safe way, so they can eventually get to a space of calm. Children may benefit
from physical touch, such as hugs or a simple hand on the shoulder. They may find comfort in
blankets, snuggly clothes, soft toys or warm drinks. You could offer to do breathing exercises
with them if they need support in regulating difficult feelings. Some children also find calm in
physical activity, such as walking, running or playing football.
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3. Connected

Quality connections can be very helpful during this time. Spending time with people they
already know and feel safe with will help to regulate their feelings of traumatic stress.
Returning to school can help many young people recover as it provides an opportunity to
connect with peers and wider support systems, as well as the comfort of familiar routines.
Quality time with loved ones can also be helpful: try to spend extra time with your child while
doing comforting or enjoyable activities, such as baking, walking, drawing, playing...whatever
they enjoy. Remind them it’s okay to do these things, even when something very sad has
happened.

4. In Control

Traumatic events can lead to feelings of helplessness and lack of control, this can increase
feelings of anxiety. Involving your child in decision making and providing your child with choices
(with the reminder that they are capable and supported) can help to increase feelings of
control. Maintaining pre-existing boundaries is important, but providing choices within this can
really help a child to recover.

5. Hopeful

It is important to recognise the severity of what has happened, to validate how some will be
struggling to cope, while also holding onto the hope that eventually things will feel more
manageable. Validate your child’s feelings while also sensitively reminding them these difficult
feelings are temporary. This isn’t about making light of the situation or forgetting what’s
happened, but rather about providing a sense of hope for the future.

Information gathered from the UK Trauma Council’s Guide to Critical Incidents in Educational Communities
https://uktraumacouncil.org

Who can | speak to if I’'m worried about my child’s wellbeing?

Reach out to your child’s educational setting or GP if you have concerns about their wellbeing.
If the signs of traumatic stress continue for longer than six weeks, it may be helpful to seek
some professional advice. If your child is at risk of harming themselves or others, reach out for
support immediately.

If you’re worried about your child’s mental health or you require advice on how to support
your child with their emotions, you can contact Young Minds UK through their webchat or
through their Parent Helpline: 0808 802 5544, Monday - Friday 9:30am - 4:00pm.

If your child has experienced a traumatic bereavement, we can offer advice and guidance. Call
our office on 01209 215 889 for support.
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