Talking with Children
about Violence
When violence occurs, children can experience
a range of challenges. Children may be impacted
directly or through reactions of others. Before
speaking with a child, take time to process your
own emotional response. How you respond to the
situation will serve as an example for everyone
around you, and your actions will resonate more
than your words.
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Regardless of the age, or level of comprehension,
validate concerns, remember to speak calmly, be
patient, responsive, and sensitive.
Be careful not to make promises you cannot keep.
Avoid negative, inflammatory comments or blaming,
and instead offer reassuring comments.
Reinforce regular routines as soon as possible—familiar and social structure is comforting.
Provide reassurance that you are doing everything you can to keep yourself and them safe.
Give age appropriate clear explanations of what is happening while avoiding details that may add to fear.
If you cannot answer a question, say so, and do your best to learn the facts.
It is okay to say you do not have the answers to everything and will help as much as you are able.
Provide opportunities to voice their fears and concerns, and refrain from forcing them to talk.
Ask open ended questions that elicit more than a yes or no answer

Preschool Children (Approx. Age 3-6)

COMMON REACTIONS

•
•
•
•
•
•

Temporarily resorting back to younger behaviors (thumb sucking, potty training, crawling, limited speech)
Generalized fearfulness
Confusion about the danger, and becoming overwhelmed
Heightened emotions
Sleep and appetite disruption
Increased need to be comforted

W AY S T O S U P P O R T

•
•
•
•
•
•

Sit with children at eye level as you speak in a low tone and in a reassuring manner.
Model and help them put their feelings into words.
• “How do you feel? Sometimes I feel that way too.”
Create opportunities to express feelings through play (i.e., drawing, toys, clay, etc.).
Spontaneous re-enactment with children may be an attempt to understand or process feelings, ask them to
explain what they have drawn, without judgment.
If you leave, reassure you will be back. Tell them a realistic time in words they understand and be back on time.
Limit or eliminate exposure to media coverage for related events.

School-Age Children (Approx. Age 7-12)
COMMON REACTIONS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

More aware of events but may be confused or misinterpret events
Some may feel a sense of responsibility or guilt
May experience intense fear, particularly at unexpected reminders
May engage in retelling or acting out information over and over, this is an attempt to process feelings
Increased concerns about parent/caregiver safety, provide reassurance and validate concerns
Closely watching parent/adult reactions
Physical complaints

W AY S T O S U P P O R T

•
•
•
•
•

Offer support and help him/her focus on specific manageable feelings, thoughts, and goals.
Be aware of media exposure about the event.
Increase time and physical comfort as needed.
Images stick with children more than words. If a child sees a disturbing photo, offer photos of others
helping in response to the event.
Limit exposure to media coverage for related events.

Adolescents (Approx. Age 13-18)
COMMON REACTIONS

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Detachment, shame and guilt
Self-consciousness about their fears and vulnerability
Radical changes in mood
Acting out behaviorally
Abrupt changes in social interactions or extracurricular activities
Intense reactions to stressors—greater access to wider sources, with vulnerability to getting misinformation
Protective stance for family members and the community

W AY S T O S U P P O R T

•
•

•

Clarify any misinformation, discuss exposure to media coverage for related events.
Emphasize the wide range of common feelings and share your own.
• “I was feeling the same thing—scared, angry, helpless. Most teens - and adults - feel like this when a tragedy
happens, even if they look calm on the outside.”
Perform acts of kindness together for neighbors, loved ones, or each other.

