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CHILDREN AND TRAUMA.

Children can experience reactions to trauma, including bereavement, similar to those of adults although they might handle and cope with them in different ways. How they react and cope will be determined partly by their age and level of development. Until a certain age, which varies with each child, they might not have the language and vocabulary which would enable them to express what they have experienced and what they feel. They can express their feelings through play and drawings, uncharacteristic outbursts of anger and destructiveness and other unusual, but not abnormal, behaviour. Such reactions can happen not only after involvement in accidents and disasters but also during or following other changes going on around them: problems between or with parents or siblings, separation and divorce, a bereavement, moving home or school. These can result in anger, withdrawal and isolation, disruptive play or behaviour in the home or at school, stubbornness, bullying and aggression, rejection of parents and friends and even physical illness.

PLAY.

Children often find it easier to act out their feelings through what they do and how they behave rather than in what they say. Some will act out of character and become surly or aggressive and uncooperative, especially in the way they play their games either on their own or with others. They might invent or find new games to play, especially those involving violence and aggressive behaviour such as playing soldiers or war-games or acting out situations where there is an accident or violence. They might take on the role of someone in authority, such as a police officer, soldier or doctor.

One little boy of four years who had been involved in a long hostage situation and had been released, but his father was still being held and in danger, was playing with Lego pieces. He had made a Lego figure of a man with a large number of small white blocks attached to the top of his head. When asked what this was, he said it was a man who had been hurt and the blocks were bandages on his head.

Some children will retreat into their own world, becoming quiet and uncommunicative, lose their appetite, play on their own and shun contact with their siblings and usual friends. They can be aggressive with parents, friends or other children both at home, at play and in school and destroy toys and playthings and become demanding, disruptive and destructive.

PAINTINGS AND DRAWINGS.

Some children will express their feelings through drawings and paintings.

A little girl of 9 years whose father was away in the Gulf War had drawn her own picture of what she said was ‘daddy as a soldier’. She put this drawing on her bedside locker next to his photograph and told her mother that she would only take her drawing away ‘when daddy comes home’.
Perhaps she was acting out her anxiety and worry about her father in this way by having her own drawing next to his photograph symbolising her concern that he might not come home? Some will draw or paint violent situations such as accidents or situations where people are fighting or being hurt. Some psychologists and therapists specialise in art and play therapy with children and use dolls and toys and encourage them to play and draw or paint.

FEAR.

Children can be afraid by almost any changes, both threatened and actual, taking place in their lives, whether sudden and dramatic or an event such as moving home or school. Reactions can occur not only during and after such a move, but also before it. Moving home can be exciting but means leaving and losing a familiar family house and home, friends and neighbours and neighbourhood, schools and organisations such as clubs and sporting activities, Cubs and Brownies, and therefore having to adjust and adapt. Also, children usually have little or no control over any changes taking place. Changes can be threatening and disturbing and result in a real fear of new places and new people. It can also be fear of the unknown. Where there are actual traumatic incidents such as traffic or other accidents, children can react by being frightened of getting into a car or onto an aeroplane or of going to bed a night.

One small child was told, when his grandfather died, that ‘grandpa has gone to sleep’ and he became terrified of going to bed at night. He thought that if he went to sleep he would become like his grandfather and die. 

BLAME AND GUILT.

Children can blame themselves for changes, which take place in their lives, even when they have no control over events. Problems between parents can be projected inside and children might believe that they are to blame for their parents’ marital problems, separation or divorce. In cases of child physical abuse, including sexual abuse, it is common for a child to believe that it is their fault that they were or are being abused. Parents can seem like giants or gods who are always right and the reaction can be ‘daddy (or mummy) only treats me like this because I am bad’. Also, children can project problems onto others such as parents, teachers or friends and blame them with the resulting reactions of anger resentment, and rejection.

ANXIETY.

Anxiety can be shown through extra sensitivity to criticism from anyone. Some children might need or seek extra affection through more hugs and cuddles and closeness to a parent or parents and might need more reassurance that they are still loved and loveable (feeling loved is not the same as feeling loveable). Some will readily accept this extra love and affection but others might reject any offers of physical contact or comfort, much to the hurt and misunderstanding of parents, teachers, family and friends.


OTHER REACTIONS.

Children might complain of minor illnesses: tummy-aches, headaches, and various other pains; feeling tired and listless and not wanting to do anything or go anywhere; an inability to relax or sleep; not wanting to go to school or to play with friends. Older children might return to an old teddy bear or toy or to sucking a thumb: to something or some behaviour they found helpful and comforting when younger. They return to a previous childhood pattern of behaviour such as being clinging or needy, having temper tantrums, crying or even wetting the bed. They can also have bad dreams and nightmares. Teachers sometimes see children behaving in usual ways when under stress from situations and experiences outside the school: an accident or bereavement; child physical or sexual abuse or bullying; problems between parents; a parent away from home or on active service with the military; a police or fire and rescue officer recently involved in a traumatic incident; mother in hospital or the advent of a new baby in the family. All of these, and many other events, can lead to reactions in children, which emerge in ways unfamiliar to those with whom they are involved.

A mother had been involved in an armed robbery in the bank where she worked. Nobody had been hurt physically, but her children became anxious and tearful and very clinging. They did not want her to go to work or even leave the house. One day when she went to work her little girl asked her if she would be coming home again.

Similar reactions can take place not only to major incidents but also to other events: losing a pet or a friend, discovering or being told that they were adopted, being bullied or abused, moving home or school, or being sent to prep or boarding-school a child or a parent going into or coming out of hospital.

It is a common misconception that children are not affected and cope well with grief, loss or change and they are often ignored following traumatic experiences. For example, following a traffic accident, adults might be offered help through therapy or counselling, but the children‘s needs not even considered. For all children, loss is an integral part of their experience, from loss of the security of the womb to many other changes, which have taken place both to them and to their surroundings. Growing means change and change leads to loss and the need to adapt and cope with those changes. Those involved, especially in helping roles, should not forget the possible reactions and needs of any children. They too will need, reassurance, security, comfort and love and a great deal of care and understanding.

As with adult reactions to traumatic events, the reactions of children should be seen as natural and normal under the circumstances and not signs of delinquency or deviance.
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