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Sometimes children have experiences which are 
very demanding, challenging or overwhelming.

 

 relationship breakdowns

The impact may be mild or severe and may damage the child’s 

psychological health and emotional wellbeing, causing stress  

or trauma.

 

 terrifying, or overwhelming event

 

 and painful feelings.

 

 have any concerning reactions at all;

 

 appropriate understanding and support;

 

 after the event;

 

 and discover new strengths or skills;

 

 indicator of how a child will cope.

1. Stress and trauma 

Everyone reacts 

differently and 

recovers in  

their own way. 

There is no right 

or wrong.

Some children 

will be fine. 

Others may 

develop a  

new sense  

of resilience 

and strength.

Recovery can 

be quick and 

straightforward.  

Occasionally, 

it can be more 

complex and 

take longer.

Trauma can happen 
after a single event 

or experience.

Trauma can also 
occur if stress builds 

up over time. 

But remember not all 
stressful situations 

cause trauma.
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Grief is not an 

illness that needs 

to be cured. 

It is the normal, 

healthy reaction 

to loss. 

2. Loss and grief 

“I thought my three year-old 

wouldn’t understand when 

her grandfather died but she 

noticed he was missing. We 

away and looked at photos, 

telling her: ‘We’re here with 

you, I’m here with you’.”

“My 19-year-old son planted  

a tree in memory of his mate  

whowas killed in a car accident.  

My 22-year-old daughter had  

a BBQ with friends. They found 

their own way to keep his  

spirit alive.”
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Reassure 
young people 
that they will 
be looked after 
and that over 
time their pain 
will decrease.

Coping with loss and grief

 

 Let them know it might last for a while but they will feel better in time.

 

 (writing a letter, visiting a special place, planting a tree, releasing a balloon).

 

 making decisions for them.

 

 they may mimic this behaviour. It’s okay to cry or show emotion  

 in front of children. This can help them release their own feelings. 

You might also visit a GP or other health professional.

“I held it together for ages and 

the kids, they gave me great 

comfort. It helped them to help 

me. Made them feel stronger. 

They needed to see that 

everyone feels heavy and  

sad sometimes.”

“The loss of our horses and 

dogs was hard for everyone. 

The kids felt guilty that they 

couldn’t save them. 

We reminded them  

that they were wonderful  

carers of those animals  

and focused on the  

good memories.” 
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Parents’ recovery 

has a big influence 

on how young 

people recover.

Give plenty of 

hugs and affection 

to little children. 

Let them be  

near you.

 

 bedwetting or being scared of the dark

3. Reactions: infants to 5 years 

“ We had donated clothes after the  

 

My two-year-old would undress  

after I dressed her in the mornings.  

Someone suggested I wrap the  

‘new’ clothes up, like a gift. It worked. 

My little one needed to feel a sense of 

ownership over her belongings again.”

“It was hard to know if our grandson’s 

tantrums were normal two-year-old 

behaviour or trauma. We tried to  

be fair and consistent in our discipline 

and made sure he got plenty of sleep. 

It went away after a few months.”

“Our little son cried a lot after the 

cyclone. I would show him the sky, 

speaking calmly to let him know  

he was safe. Years later, he still  

gets upset with bad weather but  

it’s much less and as soon as he  

knows he’s safe, he’s okay again.”

sucking her thumb after a car 

accident. We tried to make her  

stop, which only made her feel 

worse. The main thing is to not 

get angry or upset about it - she 

stopped after a couple of months 

when she felt ready.”
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Family is the 

most important 

part of a child’s 

life. Adults give 

them security 

and confidence.

Allow time for 

kids to play 

with friends 

and adults.

Include children 

in practising 

plans for future 

disasters. This 

will help them 

feel ready and  

in control.

4. Reactions: 6 to 11 years 

“Dad gave me the job of cleaning the 

shed. I was 11 then. He had heaps of 

other stuff to do. I liked helping and 

building something new.”

year after the disaster but this was 

because of other issues, not just the 

psychologist and later linked up to 

a clinic to support her and get her 

healthy again. I guess an event like that 

can be a catalyst for other issues.” 

“My seven-year-old was distressed 

about things he’d lost, so replacing 

them helped. Some things were 
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Encourage 

teenagers to do 

things they enjoy, 

either with mates 

or alone.

5. Reactions: 12 to 18 years 

“I was 15 when our house was 

“Our 13-year-old developed 

migraines and started playing 

up at school, which was out of 

character. For the physical stuff, 

the doctor suggested mild pain 

relief and plenty of water. For  

the other stuff, we tried not to 

get angry but we did uphold that 

rudeness was unacceptable.  

I guess we tried to treat him as  

a ‘normal’ teenager going  

through angst.”

“My 17-year-old was embarrassed 

after the accident. She said “That 

only happens to babies”. I found 

internet videos from kids who survived 

September 11 and she saw that the 

for any age.”

“My daughter was diagnosed with 

It lasted about three years, in varying 

degrees. We got help from doctors. 

What else worked? Writing down 

feelings and not giving her ‘special’ 

attention, especially where her friends 

were concerned.” 15In
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Keep them in the 

family loop, even 

if they don’t live 

at home.

Tell your children 

when they’ve 

done a good job.

Young adults 

often struggle 

between the 

need for parental 

support and the 

desire to maintain 

independence.

6. Reactions: 18 to 25 years 

 

 and damage to property 

Young adults will have their own relationships beyond the immediate family to nurture.  

responsibilities. All children and young people, regardless of their age, need parents to set  

 

“I was 20 when my town was destroyed. 

After a couple of weeks, I felt like I was 

and drove all day to my cousin’s house. 

They didn’t ask any questions, just took 

me in. I stayed for two weeks, until I felt 

okay to go home again. I was stronger 

after a little time on my own.”

“Our 18-year-old’s accident left him in  

a wheelchair. Of course he’s changed  

 

I guess. That kind of happens when 

you’re in your twenties anyway. The best 

things for him have been support groups 

with other injured kids. We make sure his 

mates come over at least once a month 

and music, he’s always loved his music. 

It’s on all the time.”

“My house wasn’t burnt down, and 

nobody I know was killed but I was 

had to evacuate three times and it 

was really stressful. When it’s really 

hot or when there’s smoke around,  

I talk to mum about it. She gets it.”

“Our kids weren’t living here when 

because we were affected - this is 

where they grew up, it’s their home 

too. We kept them in the loop by 

emailing photos of the old house 

about the builders. It was so good 

to stay connected.”
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Sometimes it’s  

okay to stop what 

you are doing to 

rest. Sleep is more 

important than 

many things. 

Reduce 

distractions 

at bedtime.  

Turn off phones 

and computers.

7. Sleep

Many people have trouble sleeping after a crisis. Getting good sleep 
is a very important part of the healing process. 

 

 in the afternoon and evening. 

 

 

 activities during the day. 

 

 as a way of ending the day and planning for tomorrow.

 

 ensuring children have their comforters.

 

 same time each day.

 

 body’s natural clock.

 

 know they are safe.
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First take care 

of yourself, in 

order to take 

care of your 

children.

Allow time to 

reflect and think 

about how you 

would like to 

move forward.

8. Looking after yourself

 

 clearer thinking and helps you be more understanding.

 

 alcohol, drugs and medication in the best interests of your child.

 

 Lean on them if you need to. Accept or ask for their support if it helps  

 you or your children.

 

 take part in activities and interests that make you feel good.  

 Do these activities with and without your children.

 

 Don’t become isolated, as an individual or as a family.

“My sister stayed with us after the 

cooking and drove me everywhere. 

She was positive, strong and caring 

with the kids. I look back and see 

how good it was to have her looking 

after the kids. In many ways, she was 

looking after me too.”

“I couldn’t sleep at night, so I tried mini 

breaks during the day. I just sat down 

and got comfortable for a minute, took 

a deep breath. Just a few moments to 

“After the house was damaged, it took 

its toll on our relationship. My wife  

 

We didn’t talk for a while. It took time 

and a lot of patience.” 

“I was so caught up with the kids,  

I didn’t think about what had 

affect my life, me as a person? It was 

angry about it. Just admitting that to 

myself cleared my head and helped 

me a not-so-angry mum.”
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Help children 

regain some 

control and 

order in their 

lives. When 

appropriate,  

let them choose 

meals, pick out 

clothes or make 

other decisions in 

the household.

Moving after 

a crisis may 

require time to 

adjust to new 

surroundings. 

9. Helping children cope

 

 connected and avoids feelings of isolation or misunderstanding.

How parents recover is the strongest indicator 
of how a child will cope.
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Children have 

great powers of 

recovery when 

understood and 

supported.

If you can’t keep 

normal routines,  

try to make new 

ones together,  

like going for a 

walk, helping to 

prepare a meal,  

or gardening.

Helping children cope

Do:

 

 Use information based on facts, not rumour or hope

 

 as they can cope with them again

 

 watching TV together)

Don’t:
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Many young 

people depend 

on social media 

like email, 

facebook or 

twitter, to stay 

connected with 

their friends.

Being socially 

connected is  

a good idea.

Just be mindful 

of overexposure.

And remind 

them that not 

everything posted 

online is true.

10. The media

The media can worry and upset young people during times of crisis. 
Overexposure to TV, newspaper and internet coverage during and 
following an event can be overwhelming and disturbing. 

Things to consider:

 

 and may create a false sense of danger.

 

 

 belongs to someone they know.

Where possible:

 

 the hearing of kids.
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5+

 
 of achievement or success

 
 adult role models

 
 opportunities for young people  
 to guide others.

 
  hockey, etc.)

5+

 

 especially quest or trivia games

 

 investigation and questioning

 

 

 

 or other projects

3+

 

 themselves

4+

 

 social connectedness

 

 commitment to a cause when 

 quest-based games.

cards

 

 (crosswords, Sudoku)

2+

 
 be vulnerable

 
 

3+

 
 and recreate

 
 ‘getting feelings out’

 
 involve planning

 
 sculpture, etc.)

11. Suggested activities  and coping strategies

Here is a list of successful ideas we collected from parents whose 
children have been affected by emergencies. Some suggestions are 
from child trauma experts. It’s important to help children and young 
people to find the activities which THEY enjoy. These activities may 
also be run by other adults or older siblings to provide release time 
for parents and primary caregivers.

To ensure the safety and ongoing wellbeing of young people in your care, Red Cross advises 

that parents carry out their usual parenting care and style. Observe your children and set up 

boundaries around these activities, as you normally would.

Ages are intended as a guide only. Finding a suitable activity will depend on the individual child. 

Adult supervision and assistance may be required in some activities depending on children’s 

ages and skills.



2+

 

 and/or stimulating

 

 interests and age groups

 

 through imagery and lyrics

 

 communication.

4+

 

 in control of their environment

 

 groups bond

3+  

 

2+

 

 and creativity

 

 (with age appropriate ratings)

 

 stories of others

3+

 

 death and growth

 

 fresh air and physical activity 

 

 (smell, sight, touch, sound)

 

 purposeful activity

 

 

 ‘get your hands dirty’.

 

 

 rebuilding gardens

5+

 

 (good for sleep)

 

 or success

 

 healthy competition 

 

 collectively dealing with loss.

 

2+

 

 learning new skills

 

 or free play

 

 and dance

 

 through musical imagery

 

 through lyrics, with the feelings 

 and thoughts of others.

 

 

 shakers or saucepan drum kits 

 

 or events

 

 software programs



5+

 

 important moments

 

 events from the past

 

 

 

 (birthdays, anniversaries etc)

To 8 

or 9 

years  

 thoughts and emotions

 

 destroy and rebuild 

 

 

5+

 

 the rebuilding process

 

 adult role models

 

 and empowerment.

 

7+

 

 ‘getting feelings out’.
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There is no 

harm in seeking 

advice.

Tapping into 

local services 

is a good idea.

12. When and where to get help 

 

 in your child’s life

If the following reactions continue, in you or your child, for more 
than six weeks, you may want to seek professional help.

Please note: six weeks is a general time guide for most cases.  
If you are concerned about someone in your care,  
don’t wait to seek help.
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www.redcross.org.au/aftertheemergency

www.redcross.org.au/aftertheemergency

loss and/or grief.

http://www.grief.org.au 

Mental health and wellbeing resources, including 

information about traumatic events.

http://www.acpmh.unimelb.edu.au/

resources/resources-community.html

For people involved in the care of children/

youth and interested in the potential impact  

http://www.earlytraumagrief.anu.edu.au 

 

relationship tips, for all ages.

http://www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au

Information and coping strategies for all ages 

across a range of mental health topics, including 

1300 22 4636

http://www.beyondblue.org.au

Mental and health wellbeing support, information 

and services to young people and their families 

across Australia.

http://www.headspace.org.au

Telephone and online counselling for young  

people aged 5-25.

1800 55 1800

http://www.kidshelp.com.au

24-hour telephone crisis support. For more 

information or to download mental health  

and suicide prevention resources visit  

Lifeline’s website.

13 11 14

http://www.lifeline.org.au

Information, advice and a listening ear  

for parents with any concerns about their  

children or parenting.

1300 30 1300

http://www.parentline.com.au

Support young children through tough times with a 

range of activities and videos from Sesame Street.

http://www.sesameworkshop.org/ 

initiatives/emotion

These agencies provide information and support for people 
affected by crises. Remember to check with services in your 
local area.
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www.redcross.org.au 

155 Pelham Street    

Carlton South  VIC 3053

Telephone: 03 9345 1800

Facsimile: 03 9348 2513

Cnr. Hindmarsh Drive and Palmer Street 

Telephone: 02 6234 7600

Facsimile: 02 6234 7650

159 Clarence Street    

Sydney NSW 2000

Telephone: 02 9229 4111

Facsimile: 02 9229 4244

Larrakeyah NT 0820

Telephone: 08 8924 3900

Facsimile: 08 8924 3909

Humanity Place 49 Park Road   

Milton QLD 4064

Telephone: 07 3367 7222

Facsimile: 07 3367 7444

Adelaide SA 5000

Telephone: 08 8100 4500

Facsimile: 08 8100 4501

40 Melville Street    

Hobart TAS 7000

Telephone: 03 6235 6077

Facsimile 03 6231 1250

23-47 Villiers Street    

North Melbourne VIC 3051

Telephone: 03 8327 7700

Facsimile: 03 8327 7711

East Perth WA 6004

Telephone: 08 9225 8888

Facsimile: 08 9325 5112


