
 

Typical Behavioral Responses to Traumatic Events 
After exposure to a traumatic life event, almost everyone feels some form of short-term 
reactions.   Parents and caregivers play a very important role in helping children understand and 
cope with traumatic and stressful experiences.  
 
My child has experienced a traumatic event, what can I do? 
Think about the sense of security for your child like a strong table that can hold anything. The 
four pillars holding up this table are: 

• People: those whom they rely on for strength and reassurance 
• Place: the familiar setting where they feel comfortable and safe 
• Routine: the regular, dependable daily plan 
• Ritual: comforting traditions 

 
How do I know if my child or I are in distress? 
When bad things happen, such as a trauma event, some family members may become very upset 
and show signs of traumatic stress. They may: 

• Feel numb or shock 
• Avoid people and places that remind them of the event 
• Have nightmares or strong memories of the event, as if re-living it 
• Show changes in behavior; such as going from an outgoing child to quiet and withdrawn 
• Be very afraid, angry, or sad 
• Have trouble sleeping or paying attention 
• Feel helpless and hopeless 
• Be very tired and worn out 
• Complain of aches and pains 

 
How do I know when there is cause for concern? 

• When these behaviors or feelings get in the way of day to day activities 
• When these behaviors affect my child at home, school and with their peers 
• When these behaviors last for a minimum of one month  
• If your child expresses suicidal or homicidal thoughts or actions* 
• If your child displays self-injurious behaviors/actions 

*If your child is experiencing suicidal or homicidal thoughts, feelings or plans, please take your 
child to the nearest emergency room or contact 911  

 
I think my family needs extra help. Where do I go? 
For families having ongoing distress, crises, or trouble meeting their children’s needs, trauma 
treatment is available to help your family seek safety, grow stronger and heal. 
Things families can do to cope with traumatic stress 



 

It is natural to want to “put the past behind you” and not to think or talk about the bad things 
that happened. While each person in the family may behave differently, families can manage fear 
and stress and feel safer when they spend time together talking about their feelings, return to 
everyday routines, respect family rules, and honor family traditions. 
Some families get better with time and the support of others, while other families may need help 
from trauma treatments. When seeking help, your family can: 
 

• Talk to a doctor, school counselor, or spiritual leader about the family’s trauma event 
• Find a mental health provider who has experience helping families overcome traumatic stress, 

ideally with training in Trauma Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (TF-CBT) or another 
evidenced based trauma treatment model. 

 
How can trauma treatment help me and my child? 
Trauma counseling is a mental health service that help all members of the family: 

• Feel safe 
• Learn about trauma and its effects 
• Cope with difficulties caused by the trauma 
• Recognize and build on the family’s strengths 
• Talk about ways to get the family back on track 

 
 

If you would like mental health services at Lurie Children’s, please contact 1.800.KIDS DOC®.  


