
Talking to Children About Traumatic Events

If you are helping a child understand a traumatic event - 
trust that you are their comfort and safe place. 

CLDisasterRelief.org

Suggestions for What to Say
Words To Explain What Happened:
"Sometimes people do things to hurt other people and we don't always know or understand 
why. Today, someone chose to hurt people by using a weapon. The helpers came right away 
and that person can't hurt anyone anymore. You are safe right now and the people who 
were hurt are getting help at the hospital."

"This was very unexpected and it is ok to be sad, or scared, or worried or confused. If you 
have any questions I will do my best to answer them for you."

� Activity Video To Do With Your Child��https://www.instagram.com/p/DGLgYHeAoFf/

Words To Answer Children’s Specific Questions about People Dying:
"There were some people whose bodies were so hurt that they couldn't be fixed and they died." 

When discussing bereavement it is important to use concrete terms like "dead" "died" 
and "dying". 

Overall Recommendations:
 Be honest and keep explanations simple
 Encourage children to ask questions and lead the discussion
 Listen to your child, look them in the eye and give them your full

attention. This will help them feel safe.
 Limit exposure to TV and media coverage
 Provide opportunities for play
 Continue to remind the child they are safe

https://www.instagram.com/p/DGLgYHeAoFf/
https://www.instagram.com/p/DGLgYHeAoFf/


Talking to Children About Traumatic Events

What to Expect From Your Child

There are normal reactions to abnormal events:
After a man-made disaster children may feel concern for themselves and for their 
loved ones. They may experience emotional swings and outbursts or become quiet 
and introverted. Knowing how children typically respond to traumatic events helps 
caregivers better understand their child's reactions and responses. 

▪ Feeling shocked, angry or scared about the safety of people they love
▪ Feeling scared it will happen again
▪ Feeling headaches, or stomachaches, or even aches in arms and legs
▪ Feeling like they don't want to do school work anymore or can't pay attention
▪ Feeling like they have a lot of energy and want to move around fast
▪ Feeling tired or wanting to move slowly
▪ Having trouble falling asleep or staying asleep at night. Sometimes having

nightmares.
▪ Seeing images of the event in their mind or imagining the event at times when

they don't want to. Sometimes seeing other violent images in their heads.
▪ Feeling like they want to do things they know they shouldn't do or things that

might be risky
▪ Feeling sad and not wanting to be around others
▪ Feeling like they need to be very close to people they love and need to be

touching them
▪ Feeling lots of feelings that don't fit together, like wanting to laugh and cry and

the same time.
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How to Cope When Something 
Terrible has Happened

Related Resources

Allow Children to Feel Their Big 
Feelings (and Caregivers Too)

https://tinyurl.com/4t9pz636���
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https://cldisasterrelief.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/05/HowtoCopeWhenSomethingHorribleHasHappened.pdf
https://cldisasterrelief.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CLDR_ListenDiscussPracticeRelfect-1.pdf



