Children and Trauma: information for parents and carers
What are traumatic experiences?

A traumatic event is a severe emotional shock. For children and adolescents, traumatic experiences can include thing like being involved in a road or rail accident, witnessing or experiencing violent crimes, or getting caught up in natural disasters like floods. Other accidents and events, like house fires, falls, accidents around the home, or dog bites can also be traumatic for young people.
   Most traumatic events involve some sort of threat to life or threat of injury, and would cause distress and upset in almost everybody. Traumatic events in childhood and adolescence are fairly common: research suggests that between 10 per cent and 40 per cent of young people have experienced at least one traumatic event.

   Everyone – children and adults alike – will react in his or her own unique way. Still, there are some common reactions that many young people will share. This handout describes some of these reactions. Please read the handout carefully and see which of these apply to your son or daughter. The handout is yours to keep, so feel free to make notes on it or underline particular passages. You will have the chance to ask questions and talk about your reactions to this handout at your child’s next appointment.
How do children react?

There is a wide range of responses after a trauma, and no “ right or wrong” way for children to react. From our experience of working with children and families who were involved in a variety of traumatic events, the following reactions are some of the most common.

1. Fear and anxiety

The most immediate and striking reactions that children show after a trauma are fear and anxiety. Feelings of fear are most obvious when the child is reminded of the trauma. For example, children who have been involved in a traffic accident might fear going back to the sight of the accident, or might get very afraid when travelling by car. Sometimes, the thing that triggers fear and anxiety might be less obvious. For example, a child who has been badly mauled by a dog might develop a fear of dogs, but also of many other harmless animals. A teenager who was involved in a shipping accident might develop a fear of travelling by sea, but also become afraid of the sound of rushing water in the bathroom at home. Subtle triggers like this, which are only distantly related to the trauma, can nevertheless result in a very strong automatic fear reaction. These sorts of triggers are often hard for children themselves to spot, and can make it seem as if overwhelming fear just comes “out of the blue”. This spread of fears from the original trauma to something distantly related can sometimes make it difficult for parents to spot the connection between the child’s behaviour and the traumatic event too.
  Children may often fear that another trauma is going to happen again. That is, they develop a heightened sense of danger and see the world as a very risky place. Not surprisingly then, children and teenagers can develop a fear of being alone. Or they may fear for the safety of others, especially parents and brothers and sisters, and not want to be parted from them. When parents have been involved in the same trauma as their children, one of the most common fears of children is for the safety of their parents – and this applies to teenagers as much as to younger children. When asked, young people’s worst fear is often that one of their parents will die soon in another trauma.
   Typically, after a trauma, children’s fear and anxiety is experienced in two main ways: continuing to re-experience upsetting memories of the trauma; and feeling jumpy, hyped up and alert to danger. Both of these common reactions are detailed below.
2. Re-experiencing memories of the trauma

Most young people who have been involved in a traumatic event are troubled by repetitive thoughts and images of what happened to them. These memories are intrusive – and they just pop into mind whether the child wants them to or not, and he or she may feel that they have no control over them. Intrusive recollections of the trauma often come to mind when the child is faced with reminders, as in the section above. Many children also say that they are troubled by intrusive memories when they are quiet – for example, when lying in bed trying to fall asleep, or when they are bored, doing nothing in particular. Often, intrusive memories come in the form of very vivid visual images or pictures: the child ‘sees’ the trauma all over again.

When these vivid images pop into the mind unexpectedly, it can seem very real, as if the whole event is happening again, as in a ‘flashback’. Children may also relive the traumatic event in recurring bad dreams and nightmares. These sorts of intrusive memories are certainly very upsetting. Children may also feel as if they have no control over what they are thinking, feeling or remembering, during the day or night, and so some children start to fear that they are going crazy.
3. Physical Arousal

Becoming physically anxious and over-aroused is one of the most common responses to having been involved in a traumatic event. Young people often say that they feel jittery, shaky and trembly, have ‘butterflies’ in their stomach, startle very easily (jump at loud noises, for example) and have problems getting off to sleep in the aftermath of a trauma.


These reactions are all a result of the body’s natural response to threat and fear. When young people (and adults) are faced with danger, their bodies are mobilised to respond through the action of various hormones like adrenaline. After a very frightening trauma, one’s body can stay constantly on alert, ready for instant action in the face of danger. This state of being prepared for danger can last for a very long time – it is as if the body has failed to realise that the danger was in the past. This is why young people who have been involved in a trauma often feel constantly tense and jumpy and unable to relax for some time afterwards.


This state of physical over-arousal can show itself in a number of ways:

· Sleep problems. Having problems in getting off to sleep and having restless children when children wake at intervals during the night are very common after a trauma.

· Irritability. Many children find that they are much more snappy, bad tempered and moody, or even angry and aggressive with family and friends. Families often say that this is one of the most difficult changes to cope with after a trauma.
· Jumpiness. Another common sign of eh body being on constant alert is that children find that they are much more jumpy. They startle very easily at loud noises like doors slamming or police sirens.

· Concentration difficulties. During the day children may have major difficulties concentrating on school work. This can lead to enormous frustration, and its causes often go unrecognised by teachers.

· Memory problems. Young people may have problems in learning and remembering new material, or even have difficulties in remembering old skills such as reading music.

Some young people also that stress and over-arousal shows itself in health complaints such as; sickness, headaches, stomach problems, aches and pains, or skin problems like getting spots.

4. Avoidance

Because the emotions and bodily feelings that intrusive memories give rise to are so unpleasant and upsetting, children naturally try to avoid thinking about the trauma that they were involved in. This means that most children tend to avoid reminders of the trauma. For example, a child who was involved in a traffic accident may avoid the site of the accident, and might avoid going in cars altogether, as these are painful reminders of the accident. Although avoidance of reminders is a self-protective strategy, it can quickly become quite problematic. Gradually, the child’s life becomes more and more restricted. They may find that they have lost interest in the sorts of things they used to do before the trauma.


Young people often avoid talking about the trauma because it makes them feel upset to do so. Many young people do not want to talk about their feelings with their parents, so as not to upset them. This means that it can be hard for parents to know the details of their child’s suffering, although they can see that they are upset. There is often a much greater sense of frustration between parents and children at moments like this. Parents may feel much less close to their children, and it can seem as if their child is a ‘changed character’ since the trauma.

Children and teenagers often try to avoid talking with their friends about their experiences too. It can be upsetting to talk and young people might be embarrassed at their reaction to the trauma, feeling that they are going crazy or that they be over it by now. Children’s friends often want to do all they can to help, but hold back from asking about the trauma for fear of upsetting their friend. Children who have been involved in a traumatic event can then feel rejected by their friends, or feel ‘different’ and cut off from those around them.

5. Other Emotions

Young people can experience a whole host of other confusing emotions after a trauma. Like adults, young people can sometimes feel guilty after a trauma. Children might feel guilty that they were in some way to blame for the trauma happening in the first place. They might feel guilty about things that they did during the trauma to survive. If others have died in the trauma, young people may feel guilty they themselves survived when others died.

Embarrassment and shame are common feelings after a trauma. Children and teenagers may feel embarrassed at the way they acted during the trauma: for example wetting themselves or screaming and shouting during a car crash. More common is a feeling of shame at their reactions in the months after the trauma. Many children feel that they are losing control or going mad, or that they are somehow weak or not coping as well as other children would.


Many young people often feel low and sad after a trauma. Nothing seems to be much fun anymore. Children can lose interest in their friends and in the things that they used to enjoy before the trauma. Plans for the future don’t seem to matter much. Children can be miserable, tired and weepy.

Summary

All young people will react differently to being exposed to a traumatic event, but the above reactions of fear and anxiety, physical over-arousal, re-experiencing memories of the event, and avoidance of places and thoughts to do with the trauma are all typical reactions.


It is important to emphasis that these are typical, common, normal reactions to having been involved in trauma. None of the above are signs of going crazy or losing control. In fact they are normal reactions to an abnormal event. This is the main message: the feelings, thoughts, and body sensations that your child has been experiencing are entirely normal. They are a natural human response to extreme stress.
Your child’s treatment

During treatment, we will work with you and your child to try to understand more about your child’s reactions and how to deal with them. Vivid re-experiencing of the trauma, either in nightmares or during the day in intrusive mental pictures, coupled with the body being on a constant state of alert, can make it seem as if the trauma continues to happen over and over again in the here and now. The natural reaction is to avoid reminders of the trauma and to push away any thoughts associated with it. Although this strategy may help in reducing upset in the short term, we now know that it is unhelpful in the long term. Paradoxically, avoidance prevents things getting better, and may even make things worse. During treatment, we will work with you and you child to show your child ways of getting the trauma memory out into the open. This will help to take the heat out of the trauma memory and put the trauma in the past where it belongs. This in turn will allow your child to resume his or her regular activities, to get on with friends and family as they did before the trauma, and to restart their normal life. 

