
Trauma 
How to Help


________________________________________________ 

What does it mean to help someone who has experienced trauma? 

Helping a loved one after a traumatic incident is to offer intentional support in ways that allow 
them to heal.   

Why is support important to those who have experienced traumatic stress? 

Compared to adults, children and teens have a higher likelihood of developing long-term mental 
health issues like PTSD after exposure to traumatic events (“Epidemiology and Impact of 
PTSD,” 2007).  Kids and teens are also more vulnerable to cognitive, psychological, and 
emotional issues, which can negatively impact their quality of life even later on as they become 
adults (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2023). 

The most important factor in a child or teen’s ability to heal from trauma is having the support of 
their parents or adult caretakers (NCTSN, 2003).   

How can a parent or adult caregivers strengthen their own ability to help a child or teen? 

Be mindful of your own emotional and psychological well-being.   

If an adult has experienced traumatic stress in their past, it is possible to be triggered by hearing 
about a child’s trauma. 

Consider seeking support or therapy to better understand how the child’s situation currently 
impacts you and other family members. 

Finding healthy ways to identify and express your emotions is an important part of self-care in 
times of change.  And you’ll be modeling healthy emotional habits for the smaller humans 
around you.  Multi-tasking!  

How are kids or teens different after experiencing traumatic stress? 

Behaviors may change: 

**In younger children:** 
Easily startled 
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Sleep issues, fear of the dark, or fear of sleeping alone 
Sudden anger or crying 
May cling to adults 
Regression or “old” behaviors like thumb sucking, bed wetting, or needing a security blanket/toy 
Extremely shy or sudden fear of others, even people they know 

**In teens:** 
Easily started; always on “edge” 
Sleep issues with possible nightmares of the incident 
Sudden outbursts of anger or reacting in a way that doesn’t match the situation (e,g., having a 
“meltdown” if they are unable to find an insignificant item) 
Very irritable, snapping at others without provocation 
Seeming depressed or emotionally numb 
Unable to focus 
Loss of motivation in academics or other school activities 
Withdraw from friends if previously social 

They may view the world differently - A once safe and inviting world may now seem dangerous, 
untrustworthy.   

Their self-image may shift - some kids and teens see themselves as having done something to 
cause the traumatic incident, or believe the somehow deserve it (e.g., It wouldn’t have happened 
if I had perfect grades). 

Some may see themself as weak for being unable to stop the incident. 

What are practical ways a parent or adult caregiver can support a child or teen who has 
experienced traumatic stress? 

**Say:** 

Being upset is okay 
What happened isn’t their fault 
You love them 
You believe them 
You will do your best to care for them 
You will try to be available for them when they need you 
You will do your best to listen to them (with out judgement) if they want to talk 

What **not** to say: 

Don’ t share your opinion on what you think they should have done 
Don’t ask them to talk about the situation, or push for information/details 
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Don’t suggest what they should be feeling (e.g., “don’t be sad.”) 
Don’t share your personal experience with trauma, if any 
Don’t suggest they look on the “bright side” or find the “silver lining” 
Don’t compare their situation with else’s experience or any other incident 
Don’t push them to maintaining high academic grades or continue with extracurricular activities 
Don’t tell them to “get over it” or “move on” or “be tough” 

**Do:** 
Allow them to feel a sense of control in their life by offering choices like picking what video to 
watch or what clothes to wear.  

Be patient as healing takes time.  

Empathize with your child and active listening skills while keeping your emotions on the down 
low.    

Reduce or limit viewing of news and media coverage of any distressing events.  

Keep up with the usual family routines as much as possible to create a predictable (safe) 
environment.   

Adapt or alter the routine if necessary for things like checking the closet for “monsters,” keep 
light on at night, or letting them sleep with extra stuffed animals.  

Give kids and teens space to express their emotions verbally, through writing, or drawing.  If 
they choose to share with you, be open to their perspective without labels or judgement. 

Answer questions honestly and as appropriate for their age and development.  Use neutral terms 
when discussing people and avoid using words along the lines of “good” or “bad.” 

Allow both kids and teens to have ownership and control of their body and physical space.  
Respect their decision if they choose not to be hugged or touched. 

###Seek mental health support for those who do not seem to be improving within 30 days from 
the incident, or if their emotional response appears to be overly intense.  Speak with a mental 
health or medical provider who is knowledgeable about treating trauma in your child’s age group 
(pre-school age, elementary and middle school age, or high school aged teens). 
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A safe and stable environment with supportive caretakers is a vital part of the healing process 
after experiencing a distressing event.   

Transitions, like changing schools or moving to a new neighborhood, additional stresses such as 
tension in the home, or pressure to get back to “normal” can make it difficult for kids and teens 
to progress in healing.  

Sometimes a job change necessitates a move out of the area, or some other unavoidable issue 
come up.  We cannot control all aspects of life, nor is it something we need to focus on.  But 
being aware of how transitions and additional stressors negatively impacts those healing from 
traumatic experiences. 
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