Age-related reactions to trauma (including Covid-19 pandemic) and
tips to help support children experiencing distress
A major goal of parents and caregivers is to help children grow and thrive to the best of their potential. Although parents, guardians and adult
caregivers aim to protect children from danger, sometimes danger, manmade or natural, can threaten and can become a potentially traumatic
event for children. Pandemics and other disasters involve physical danger and stress that can overwhelm survivors’ usual coping strategies.
Each family member may have different experiences and emotional responses to the trauma. An important component of a family’s emotional
recovery is to recognize each other’s’ experiences and help one another cope with possible feelings of fear, helplessness, and anger. How
children experience traumatic events and how they express their distress depends in large part on the child’s age and level of development.

0 to 5 years olds

Babies and children up to 2 years of age may not understand that something bad is happening but can sense stress in their caregiver(s).
3 to 5-year-olds may understand something is wrong and will also be impacted by related caregiver stress. These young children may experience persistent
fear, worry and a sense of helplessness. Due to their young age, they may have difficulty putting into words what is bothering them. Behaviors such as difficulty
separating from caregivers, increased fussiness, crying or tantrums, and skill regressions in language, sleep, feeding and toileting behaviors can also be
common.

the extent possible, maintain established daily routines. Provide warmth, affection, comfort, and reassurance that the child is safe.
How to Help To
Help children find language for their experience by labeling feelings. Provide opportunities for play, spend time outdoors, and with loved
ones. Tolerate regressions in developmental tasks for a period of time.

6 to 11 years olds

May withdraw from others and activities; have difficulty concentrating and could do poorly in school; have fears, become irritable; feel sad
or anxious and experience feelings of concern over their own safety and their families. May show depressive symptoms. Struggles with
academics. Being bullied or bullying others.

Encourage them to express fears, sadness, and anger in the supportive environment of the family. Encourage discussing their worries with

How to Help family members to acknowledge the normality of their feelings and to correct any distortion of the traumatic events.

12 to 17 years olds

May have similar reactions to those of 6 to 11-year-olds. May experience increased difficulties in dealing with the physical and emotional
changes associated with this developmental stage. Older children may deny having any symptoms or may complain of physical aches and
pain because they cannot identify what is bothering them emotionally. Irritability and acting out are common. May engage in risky
behaviors or use of substances. Loss of interest in hobbies and other activities.

Encourage discussing their feelings and thoughts about different events. Parents can discuss the expectable strain on relationships with
How to Help families and peers and offer support in these challenges. Help adolescents understand that “acting out” behavior can be a way to voice
stressors and traumatic events. Help them address realistic consequences of actions and help them identify constructive alternatives.
For any age, it is important for caregivers to learn to cope with their own feelings simultaneously with their child’s. Allow the child to grieve at his/her own pace.
Based on SAMHSA’s Tips for Survivors of a Pandemic: Managing stress; National Child Traumatic Stress Network – Age-related reactions to a traumatic event

