
 
 
 
How to Help Children after upsetting things happen:  
 
As parents you have tremendous power to help your children cope during difficult, scary or sad times. It is 
natural to want to protect your child from upsetting events; however, it is also our role as loving parents to be 
available to our children when sad or scary things happen. As parents we must be available to our children to 
explain, in simple language, what happened; to share feelings and offer comfort; and to reassure them that they 
will be protected; and, most importantly, that they are loved. The greatest remedy for fear is trust. When a 
child’s trust in the world is shaken by upsetting events, their trust in you, as their parent, must grow.  
 
The key strategies you can use to help you child are based on SAFE communication. SAFE stands for:  
S: search for hidden fears and concerns your child may have. This doesn’t mean to barrage them with questions. 
Rather, be receptive to them asking lots of questions and you providing truthful and simplistic facts. Children 
do not need all the details, but they do need the facts in order to help them to understand and make sense of the 
situation/event. If left to their own devices, children’s imaginations tend to run rampant, which can generate 
unnecessary and unrealistic fears.  
 
A: act effectively by spending more time w/ your child and finding active ways for them to have creative outlets 
for their fears. Touch, through hugs, holding hands, extra snuggle time with them are wonderful ways to 
reassure your child. Asking them their ideas of what they would like others to do for them in a difficult situation 
is another way to actively engage them in processing their feelings. Doing these ideas can also be a way to 
encourage hope in children by allowing them to demonstrate their caring for others and reduce feelings of 
helplessness.  
 
F: feel feelings by knowing how to appropriately share your own emotions and by showing understanding & 
empathy for your child’s feelings. It is important to listen to your child’s feelings and accept them, even if they 
are different from your own. Your child may not know the ‘feeling’ words to identify what they are feeling; 
thus, it is important to help provide this feeling vocabulary to them. It is positive for your children to see your 
feelings; however, you have to be careful with the intensity of your emotional responses as your child is 
looking to you to figure out how they should respond.  
 
E: ease minds by offering reasonable reassurances to your child that they are safe and the upsetting events are 
being effectively managed. It is important to keep routines and consistency at home, school and socially. Be 
especially loving and supportive; more than anyone else, your child needs you and the predictability of their 
normal routines during difficult times. This may also be a time to develop and discuss a family safety plan and 
how you work to keep them safe.  
 
It is important to recognize that children may respond differently than adults to an event that they perceive as 
particularly upsetting to adults or that causes an upset in routine, their community, etc. While some children 
may never show distress, because they don’t feel upset, others may not show evidence of being upset for a few 
weeks or month later.  
 
Elementary school age children (ages 6-10) typically have the mental ability to understand the permanence of a 
traumatic event. Some children can become intensely preoccupied with the details of the event and want to talk 
continually, which can interfere with their concentration at home and school. The maturity level of school-age 
children also gives them the ability to understand more complicated issues, and can result in a wider range of 
emotional reactions.  
 



Some common stress reactions in children include: 
 Worry/fears about future safety: Questions such as “Will it happen again? Am I in danger?” are 

common. Deeper fears may include fear of separation from loved ones or fear of injury to a loved one.  
 Regressive behaviors: children’s fear and anxiety may cause them to act younger than their age. They 

may, for a brief time, demonstrate some younger types of behaviors such as tantrums or being quick to 
anger, sucking their thumb, wanting a comfort toy/blanket, wanting the night light back on, bed-wetting, 
or being very clingy or afraid of strangers (or new situations). It is important NOT to scold them, rather 
be consoling, more attentive and reassuring as they are feeling scared, helpless or having difficulty 
putting the event into perspective.  

 Bedtime problems: children’s anxiety and fears may exacerbate at bedtime, which is in part due to their 
fear of being left alone and not knowing how to handle the situation. Spend extra time with your child at 
bedtime, providing them with a special stuffed animal, keeping the light on, etc. Most children resume a 
normal sleep pattern in a week or so.  

 Repetitive Play: children may not have a broad feeling vocabulary to express their feelings; thus, they 
may re-enact a traumatic or upsetting event through play (i.e. acting it out on the playground, pretend 
play w/ dolls/stuffed animals, etc.). If the reenactments decline in frequency it is an indication that the 
child is coming to terms with what happened. Parents can support their children by not being alarmed 
and encouraging them to talk about these play activities.  

 Physical reactions: some children have stomach aches, head aches, nausea, eating problems, just ‘not 
feeling good’, sweaty palms/feet, etc. These symptoms can be a reaction to fear or feeling vulnerable to 
future tragedies.  

 Difficulty concentrating: children tend to process upsetting events in a different pattern or sequence 
than adults; thus, it is common for children to appear fine at one moment and then upset another. This 
can be due to intrusive memories, thoughts/fears “popping” into their minds. Both children and adults 
may have previous ‘traumatic’ events they’ve experienced come to mind (i.e. loss of a loved one, loss of 
a pet, a major move, parental divorce) in which they felt stressed and the current event triggered those 
strong emotional reactions.  

 Common Emotional reactions:  
o Loss of control and loss of stability are very common emotional reactions for both children and 

adults after an event happens that was unpredictable or disruptive to their normal, daily lives. 
This can look like irrational fears, over reactions to small things, being argumentative, low 
tolerance for frustration, weeping or melancholy … 

o Self-centered reactions (over-focus on themselves) are also very common for children as they 
typically have difficulty putting the needs of others before their own, especially after an 
unsettling event has occurred.  

o Irritability or anger, sadness, fear, guilt, and helplessness are all common reactions for children 
during stressful situations.  

 
It is important for parents to remember, that these are all common reactions children can display as the result of 
a difficult or stressful event. Again, not all children will experience these to the same degree or necessarily at 
all. Just be in tune with your child and available to assist him or her if they do demonstrate some of these 
behaviors or responses. Listed below are some suggested ways to facilitate conversations with your child about 
his or her feelings: 
Questions that encourage children to tell you more information or their feelings: 

 What else is on your mind about this? 
 I wonder if you have some worries that you haven’t mentioned yet? 
 That’s an interesting question, what made you think of it? 
 Before _________ happened, what was your biggest worry? What is your biggest worry now? 
 You seem to be upset (or note other feelings), I’m thinking that something is bothering you. I’d like to 

hear what it is.  
 Do you sometimes have questions that worry you but haven’t had time to talk to me about?  



 
Correct misconceptions without telling them what they’re feeling is wrong:  
 I feel (sad, scared, angry…) too. It is really normal right now and these feelings won’t always last.  
 When somebody as a stomach ache or head ache (or is cranky/bad mood), it can be due to worry. Could 

this be happening with you right now? 
 

When bad things happen and the world seems scary: 
 What happened was very scary. It is over now and you are safe.  
 Yes, I get a little scared when bad things happen and it may take a little time before we all feel safer. But 

we will get through this and do stuff as a family to keep each other safe.  
 Other people are also going through what we are feeling too; we will all get through it and help each 

other to feel better.  
 
Safe Phrases to Use:  
I love you      We’re safe    
That’s understandable     Good question      
Any other questions?     I’m so glad we talked 
I’m always here for you.    I feel confident…   
It’s normal to feel that way    Tell me more about…   
What makes you feel better    That’s a helpful idea.            
It will all work out.     We aren’t alone in dealing with this   
I feel better when…     I’m glad you brought this up, let’s talk about it.  
Many kids feel the way you do too.   Tell me more 
I see what you mean.      Scary times don’t last 
Great idea…      What you’re feeling is…. 
 
Feeling words: confused, worried, anxious, concerned, guilty, annoyed, bored, disappointed, surprised, 
shocked, uncomfortable, sad, afraid, sorry, numb, icky, curious, helpless, scared 
 
Phrases to Avoid:  
Never mind       I can’t handle this   
Not now.       That’s not important 
Didn’t we just talk about this?    How could you think such a thing? 
Forget about it       Nothing’s wrong   
It’s not the end of the world     No one else thinks that way    
Your imagination is running wild.    I don’t want to discuss it 
We’re not as safe as we thought.    Ask your mother/father. 
You’re worrying over nothing.     Don’t feel that way.  
That’s silly       You’re acting like a baby  
You’re too sensitive      You worry way too much     
 
 
This information was compiled from the following resources for Parents:  
How to Say It To your child when bad things happen: Good Answers to tough questions by Dr. Paul 
Coleman  www.penguinputnam.com for ordering information.  
American Red Cross: http://www.seattleredcross.org 
National Association of School Psychologist: www.NASPonline.org 


