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“ Let our advance worrying become  
advance thinking and planning.”
Winston ChurChill

Psychological first aid (PFA) and the role of psychological resilience 
in promoting growth and healthy coping represent a relatively 
new and evolving field of study and practice.1 The PFA strategies 
presented in this course are adapted from those described in the 
American Red Cross courses Psychological First Aid: Helping 
Others in Times of Stress (2006) and Coping with Deployments: 
Psychological First Aid for Military Families (2009). The American 
Red Cross has a long history of providing support to others in times 
of crisis. By drawing on Red Cross expertise, this new course can 
help family members, friends and neighbors provide better emotional 
support to one another in times of common stress and strain, and 
even during times of crisis and disaster.

Psychological resilience is our ability to bounce back from 
challenges, adversity and difficult times. As we increase our 
resilience, we build our strengths and skills to better meet life’s 
challenges. This handbook offers guidelines for increasing resilience 
in ourselves and our children. 

PFA is a set of actions that can offer immediate support to people 
in need of help. This handbook also furnishes information on how to 
provide PFA to adults and children in distress. 

 

1 Psychological First Aid is not a substitute for professional mental health services when their need is 
indicated, nor does it treat or “cure” individuals who have diagnosed or undiagnosed mental health conditions. 
While crisis counseling also falls within the realm of PFA, this and some other PFA strategies are not included 
in this handbook as they must be performed by mental health professionals.



While there is some overlap between the concepts of resilience 
and PFA, in this handbook, resilience is discussed as something we 
strengthen within ourselves and in our children; PFA is support we 
provide for other people.

The course also provides resource and referral information, not only 
for when more than PFA is needed for mental health well-being, but 
also for helping families, friends and neighbors meet practical needs 
that, when not met, can lead to undue stress.

6

Segment One: Introduction



SEGMENT TWO:

Psychological  
Resilience 

“ The strongest principle of growth  
lies in human choice.”
GeorGe eliot

7

SEGMENT TWO:

Psychological 
Resilience 

“The strongest principle of growth  
lies in human choice.”
GeorGe eliot

7

We human beings are fortunate. We are designed to learn, grow, 
adapt to changes and become strong. Furthermore, this maturation 
process respects and takes advantage of each individual’s unique 
personality and abilities. As we live our lives, we observe around us 
the many possibilities for how to meet personal goals and cope with 
challenges that cross our paths. From the practices we observe, we 
can choose what seems to work for us. We know we can change 
and try again. Because we can always look at other possibilities and 
take new actions that enable us to meet our goals, we are always 
able to become stronger and more self-sufficient.

Psychological Resilience
Resilience is not something we are simply born with; it is something 
we all develop. Everyone experiences resilience. As we go through 
our day-to-day living and experience the expected—and sometimes 
unexpected—challenges that may come along with it, our resilience 
helps carry us through. We become stronger as we learn new ways 
of coping with both positive and negative life experiences. We 
continue to build and strengthen our resilience throughout our lives.

Resilience is likely to be strongest when we:

•  Connect well with others.
•  Communicate effectively.
•  Can plan and problem-solve.
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1.    Make connections with others. Good relationships with close 
family members, friends and others are important. Accepting help 
and support from those who care about you and will listen to you 
strengthens resilience. Some people find that being active in civic 
groups, faith-based organizations or other local groups provides 
social support and can help with reclaiming hope. Assisting others 
in their time of need can also help.

2.    Avoid seeing crises as insurmountable problems. You can’t 
change the fact that highly stressful events happen, but you 
can change how you interpret and respond to these events. Try 
looking beyond the present to how future circumstances may be a 
little better. Note any subtle ways in which considering the future 
might help you feel somewhat better when dealing with difficult 
situations.

3.    Accept that change is a part of living. Certain goals may no 
longer be attainable as a result of adverse situations. Accepting 
circumstances that cannot be changed can help you focus on 
circumstances that you can alter.

4.    Move toward your goals. Develop some realistic goals.  
Do something regularly—even if it seems like a small 
accomplishment—that enables you to move toward your goals. 
Instead of focusing on tasks that seem unachievable, ask yourself, 
“What’s one thing I know I can accomplish today that helps me 
move in the direction I want to go?”

•  Manage strong feelings and impulses.
•  Foster a positive self-image and sense of self-confidence. 

Box 2.1 lists recommendations by the American Psychological 
Association (APA) for ways you can build personal resilience.2  

   BOX 2.1: TEN WAYS TO BUILD RESILIENCE 

8
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2 This content has been excerpted from The Road to Resilience.  Copyright © 2002 by the American  
Psychological Association.  Reprinted with permission.  To view the original APA document, please go to 
http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/road-resilience.aspx.  No further reproduction or distribution is permitted 
without the written permission of the American Psychological Association.
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5.    Take decisive actions. Act on adverse situations as much as you 
can. Take decisive actions, rather than detaching completely from 
problems and stresses and wishing they would just go away.

6.    Look for opportunities for self-discovery. People often learn 
something about themselves in adverse situations; many find that 
they have grown in some respect as a result of their struggle with 
loss. Many people who have experienced tragedies and hardship 
have reported better relationships, a greater sense of personal 
strength (even while feeling vulnerable), increased sense of self-
worth, a more-developed spirituality and a heightened appreciation 
for life.

7.    Nurture a positive view of yourself. Developing confidence in 
your ability to solve problems and trusting your instincts helps build 
resilience.

8.    Keep things in perspective. Even when facing very painful 
events, try to consider the stressful situation in a broader context 
and keep a long-term perspective. Avoid blowing the event out of 
proportion.

9.    Maintain a hopeful outlook. An optimistic outlook enables you 
to expect that good things will happen in your life. Try visualizing 
what you want rather than worrying about what you fear.

10.  Take care of yourself. Pay attention to your own needs and 
feelings. Engage in activities that you enjoy and find relaxing. 
Exercise regularly. Taking care of yourself helps to keep your mind 
and body primed to deal with situations that require resilience.

Additional ways of strengthening resilience may be helpful. For example, 
some people write about their deepest thoughts and feelings related 
to trauma or other stressful events in their life. Meditation and spiritual 
practices help some people build connections and restore hope. The 
key is to identify ways that are likely to work well for you as part 
of your own personal strategy for fostering resilience.

BOX 2.1: TEN WAYS TO BUILD RESILIENCE 
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Building Resilience to Cope with Stress
Resilience plays a critical role when facing any type of stress,  
from daily hassles to personal crises to family emergencies or 
environmental disasters. Here are some examples of how you  
might build resilience during stressful times.

Traffic Jam. You have a presentation at work, but you are stuck in 
traffic due to an accident. You will probably be late.

•   Keep things in perspective: Recognize that although this is 
a problem and is annoying, it is not so serious that it is likely 
to cause damage or harm to you, your loved ones or your co-
workers.

•   Avoid seeing this crisis as an insurmountable problem: 
Consider options for managing the situation, such as 
rescheduling, beginning the discussion by speakerphone or 
having the group begin without you.

•   Take decisive actions: Decide to contact your office and 
discuss options with your co-workers over speakerphone to 
decide together what will work out best.

Flooded Basement. Your basement floods and it is continuing to 
rain outside.

•   Make connections: Engage the help of family and neighbors  
to help you salvage whatever you can quickly remove from  
the basement. Let others know how much you appreciate  
their help.

•   Move toward your goals: Write down steps you will take over 
the next few days, such as contacting your insurance company 
and developing plans for water removal and cleaning.

•   Maintain a hopeful outlook: Recognize that it was only the 
basement that flooded, and you have the ability to effectively 
handle the situation. Use the circumstance as an opportunity to 
consider or re-examine your family emergency or disaster plans.

House Fire. A fire in your home forces you and your family to move 
to a nearby hotel until your home can be repaired.

10
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•   Make connections: Maintain or make contact with family 
members and friends to be sure others are aware of your  
status and location. Try to keep family members connected 
to routines, such as eating meals together and continuing 
any bedtime routines, school and family activities, as much as 
possible, even while in the temporary living situation. 

•   Look for opportunities for self-discovery: While you may never 
have been through anything exactly like this before, consider 
how you have handled other challenges in your life. During 
the crisis, notice examples of your ability to be organized and 
effectively problem solve at this difficult time. Acknowledge 
this strength in yourself and build on it as you get through the 
difficult days ahead. Be sure to let your children know when 
you notice how well they are also problem solving and handling 
the situation. Talking about this together can help everyone see 
the strengths each person has, even as you face this crisis.

Vacation Blues. You and your spouse had planned on taking a  
long-awaited vacation this year, but discover that your budget may 
not support it. You and your spouse have an intense argument, and 
you are upset because you disagree.

•   Keep things in perspective: Remind yourself that you can 
disagree and even be angry with one another and still love  
one another. Your relationship is more important and valuable 
than the vacation.

•   Move toward your goals: Brainstorm together how you might 
tighten your belts or scale down the vacation in order to make  
it work. If this does not appear to be possible, establish a 
realistic time frame and savings program that will help you 
succeed in meeting your goal.

•   Take care of yourself: Share your feelings of disappointment 
with your spouse, but also share that you feel better and closer 
because you were able to talk about it and work together 
toward possible solutions. Consider other fun activities you 
might be able to do together to make up for not being able to 
take the vacation of your dreams at this time.

11
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Individual Stress Reactions
People typically find stress to be unpleasant and may even think  
of it as something to avoid. However, stress is actually a normal  
or common part of our lives. When challenging, difficult or even 
dangerous situations arise, stress can motivate us to act and look 
out for the best interests of ourselves and our loved ones. 

How one person reacts to a stressful situation may be very different 
from how someone else reacts to exactly the same situation. There  
is no “one size fits all” reaction; rather, there are many effective, 
positive ways to cope with stress. 

Our reactions to stress and our coping can be affected by:

•   Age.
•   Gender.
•   Family composition, such as being single, married or  

married with children.
•   Cultural, ethnic and religious backgrounds.
•   The nature of the crisis and/or loss.
•   The extent or frequency of the life change and disruption 

resulting from the situation, including family health and  
financial concerns.

•   Current connectedness to others, such as family, friends  
and co-workers.

While some degree of stress can be helpful in motivating and 
energizing us to meet difficult situations, a high degree of stress can 
work against us, sometimes hurting our work performance or how 
well we get along with family and friends. When stress is extreme  
or extends over a long period of time, a variety of symptoms or 
reactions can develop. 

Box 2.2 lists the many ways in which stress can affect our feelings, 
thoughts, behaviors, physical conditions and spiritual life. 

12
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Feelings

•  Irritability, anger, rage •  Disinterest
•  Resentment •  Numbness 
•  Anxiety, fear •  Helplessness, loss of control
•  Terror •  Feeling overwhelmed
•  Guilt •  Despair, hopelessness
•  Sadness

Thoughts

•  Self-blame
•  Difficulty making decisions
•  Forgetfulness
•  Confusion
•  Distortion of sense of time
•  Lowered self-esteem
•  Difficulty concentrating and thinking
•  Intrusive thoughts, memories, flashbacks
•  Worry
•  A sense of being cut off from reality
•  Thoughts of self-harm

Behaviors

•  Crying spells
•  Angry outbursts
•  Alcohol/drug/prescription abuse
•  Avoiding people, places, situations
•  Argumentative
•  School and work problems
•  Decreased interest in once enjoyable activities
•   Risky behaviors (driving dangerously, multiple sexual partners, 

unsafe sex, keeping/carrying firearms)
•  Inattention to appearance, personal hygiene, self-care
•  Irritability with family, friends and others
•  Withdrawal 

13
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Physical Conditions

•  Fatigue

•  Agitation 

•  Physical complaints (e.g., headaches, stomach problems)

•  Decreased or increased sex drive

•  Decreased or increased appetite

•  Easily startled

•   Increased cravings for and use of caffeine, nicotine, sweets,  
alcohol, illicit substances

•  Weakness

•  Sleep difficulties and nightmares

Spiritual Life

•  Change in relationship with or belief about God/higher power

•  Abandonment of prayer, ritual, scripture, devotions, sacraments

•  Questioning the beliefs of faith providers 

•  Struggle with questions about of life, justice, fairness 

•  Loss of faith

•  Rejection of spiritual care

BOX 2.2: RECOGNIZING SYMPTOMS OF STRESS

While we each have our own unique ways of reacting to stress,  
our resilience nonetheless helps us navigate our way through it, 
regardless of our many individual differences. In addition, there are 
ways we can help each other with our stress reactions. The next 
segment describes how we can help and not hinder as we observe 
others’ experiences of stress.
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Psychological first aid (PFA) is a set of actions that can offer 
immediate support to people in need of help. The actions 
described in this handbook are not unique or new ways of helping 
people in times of stress. PFA is simply a way of putting these 
actions together to best benefit others. In fact, you will probably 
discover that you have already provided similar support in the past 
when you were helping those you care about. When you provide 
PFA, you may also help others draw on their personal strengths  
and ability to be resilient.

PFA actions help others build resilience because they:

•   Create a compassionate environment for others during  
stressful situations.

•   Provide immediate support to others during times of stress.
•   Provide ideas and support positive coping strategies.
•   Ensure connections with others in times of stress.

While PFA can be very beneficial, it is not a cure-all. It does not  
serve as a replacement when mental health services are needed.  
It will not “fix” the mental health conditions of those who suffer  
from mental health disorders, nor does it necessarily resolve the 
problems or life circumstances that contribute to distressed feelings. 

However, PFA helps us provide comfort and support to others  
facing personal challenges. The goal of PFA is not to remove others’ 
challenges or become responsible for solving their problems, but 

“Every human mind feels pleasure 
in doing good to another.”
thomas Jefferson

SEGMENT THREE:

Psychological 
First Aid

15
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rather to support others as they weather their personal storms, 
helping them become more resilient and self-sufficient in the 
process. Interestingly, when you offer others support and help by 
using PFA principles, you can also increase your own resilience.

Prior to Practicing PFA:  
Some General Guidelines
As is true during most interactions with others, how you say or do 
something is as important as what you actually say or do. Before 
describing the basic PFA actions, here are some things to keep in 
mind about how to approach those you wish to help.

Be Tolerant of Differences

Being tolerant means treating all people with respect and dignity, 
even though they may look, think, talk and dress differently than 
you do. PFA supports anyone who may be struggling to cope. 
Sometimes you may not be sure of what would be culturally 
appropriate or how the person is going to react to you. It is 
important not to impose your views, beliefs or values on others. 
However, even if you unwittingly err, most people genuinely 
appreciate helpful gestures and support during times of stress, even 
when these may be different from their own beliefs and views.

Keep Boundaries

Different relationships have different personal boundaries. In other 
words, how we behave or express ourselves often differs based 
on whether we are with a family member, good friend, co-worker, 
acquaintance or complete stranger. When providing PFA support, 
we need to keep such boundaries in mind. 

The following adult relationship boundaries apply to almost all social 
situations. Violating them is likely to offend almost anybody. 

•   Allow people to make their own choices rather than tell them 
what their choice should be.

•   Respect others views, values and beliefs—unless you become 
concerned that these may cause harm to others.
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 Behavior (your actions and body language)

 Do •   Sit facing or directly beside the person.

 •   Make eye contact as appropriate, depending on 
cultural expectations or how comfortable the person 
seems with eye contact.

 Do Not •   Sit back with your arms folded in front of you.

 •    Look around the room or appear distracted while the 
person is talking to you.

 •   Walk away from the person while he or she is talking.

 Expression (what you say and how you say it)

 Do Say •   “It sounds like that must have been very difficult 
(frustrating, frightening, stressful).”

 •   “Is there anything I can do for you right now?”

 Do Not Say •   “You should just be thankful for what you have.”

 •   “Look, I really don’t have time to listen to this right 
now.”

 •   “That isn’t so bad—you should hear what the 
Johnsons are going through.”

 •   “It must be God’s will.”

 •   “You really shouldn’t feel that way.”

 •   “Don’t feel bad (guilty, nervous, depressed, etc.).”

 •   “Everything will be fine.”

•   Allow others to talk or share information as they feel 
comfortable in doing so. Do not push or force sharing  
and talking.

•   When listening and supporting, be mindful of becoming over-
involved or trying to solve or “fix” another person’s difficulties. 

The table in Box 3.1 provides a few additional guidelines when 
considering what is best to do or say and what to avoid. 

BOX 3.1: GUIDELINES FOR PFA INTERACTIONS
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Respect People’s Privacy

While providing PFA, you will very likely hear personal stories. 
Keeping these stories to yourself shows respect for the person who 
is sharing them. Sometimes you may suspect that something you 
hear would be useful for someone else to know, or that discussion 
with others would help the distressed person. Before repeating any 
information, get permission from the person who confided in you 
and explain the purpose that you think sharing the information with 
others would serve.

Know When to Ask for Help

Sometimes you will find that your PFA actions do not feel like they 
are enough. You may want to do more for a friend or loved one, but 
you are not sure what that might be. Or, when people are especially 
distressed, you may become concerned that they will harm 
themselves or others. Under these circumstances, consulting with 
mental health professionals and other types of referral resources is 
important. They can help you decide what is best for you to do next.

Take Care of Yourself

In order to appropriately take care of others, you need to make sure 
you are also taking care of yourself. When we do not appear to 
practice what we preach, others do not take us seriously or trust our 
ideas. Also, when we do not take care of ourselves, our judgment 
can suffer, and we may have more difficulty:

•   Being tolerant.
•   Respecting boundaries.
•   Respecting privacy.
•   Knowing when to ask for help.

As you try to assist those in distress, you may find at times that 
taking care of yourself has become an afterthought. You may even 
feel guilty about taking care of yourself when you see others who 
are in need. However, keep in mind that you are more effective and 
helpful to others when you also remember to look after your own 

18
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well-being. For example, if your unmanaged stress affects your 
judgment, you might not make good decisions about how or  
whether to help someone. 

Psychological First Aid Actions 
There are 12 PFA actions. Not all of them are necessarily used in 
every situation. Some supportive actions actually relate to several 
PFA ideas. Any of the following actions, which you might take while 
supporting another in times of stress, constitutes PFA. 

1. Observe and be aware.

Sometimes what you see and/or what you hear can be the first 
indication that a family member, friend or neighbor is experiencing  
a difficult situation and may benefit from PFA. Opportunities present 
themselves differently depending on whom you wish to help; that 
person may be someone you know well or even someone you do  
not know at all. You are likely to have many opportunities to provide 
PFA for family and close friends, given the normal stresses and 
challenges we all face in our lives. No matter what your relationship 
is to someone, your supportive actions in times of distress are 
usually welcomed by others. 

Remembering the symptoms and reactions associated with stress 
listed in Box 2.2 on pages 13 and 14 can be useful when deciding  
if PFA is needed. The situation itself may help you decide if PFA 
would be helpful. Some situations, such as a family crisis or disaster, 
will be upsetting and stressful for anyone. 

Outward appearances can also indicate when you should not 
attempt to offer PFA, such as when someone appears exceptionally 
angry and/or violent toward others, is severely intoxicated, or appears 
to be hallucinating or otherwise severely out of touch with reality. 

Remember that your personal safety comes first. These may be 
times to consider help from others, such as local law enforcement 
personnel, emergency services responders or community crisis 

19
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mental health teams. During times of disaster, Red Cross disaster 
mental health professionals also may be available to provide support.

2. Make a connection.

In most circumstances, you will need to make the first move toward 
connecting and providing PFA to others. As you do in any social 
situation with people you do not know, simply saying hello and  
giving your name is usually enough to get a conversation started.

•   Introduce yourself (e.g., “I am _______________________.  
I am here to help as best I can.”).

•   Focus your attention on the person so that he or she knows 
that what he or she is saying is important to you.

3. Help people feel comfortable and at ease.

Helping people feel comfortable and at ease can take many forms. 
Sometimes it is as simple as offering to help them find a seat or a 
place in the shade, or to take their coat. It can be steering them to a 
safe location, out of harm’s way. Your caring and accepting manner 
will help them feel comfortable and at ease.

4. Be kind, calm and compassionate.

This PFA action relates more to how you present yourself than to 
what you do:

•   Be patient, even when people are being difficult or distant. 
Such reactions may be their way of coping with the moment 
and not a result of how they feel about you.

•   Be sympathetic to how a stressful or difficult situation is 
affecting the person. People feel better when they know 
someone cares about what is happening to them and wants  
to help. It shows your compassion.

•   Speak in a calm voice.
•   Remain courteous and respectful.

Sometimes being compassionate means simply being with someone 
and sitting quietly without any expectations that he or she will talk 
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to you or share difficulties. Do not underestimate the value of your 
presence alone to a person in distress.

One natural response when comforting someone is to touch him or 
her. Remember, however, that different relationships have different 
boundaries. Even when offered as a well-meaning gesture, some 
people may experience touching as intrusive or inappropriate, while 
others might find the same gesture to be caring. If you want to offer 
a touch, ask the person, even someone you know well, if it is OK to 
offer a hug or other kind of touch. 

If at any time you say or do something that the receiver appears to 
have experienced as offensive or unwelcome, stop and take a step 
back. This shows that you have noticed the person’s reaction and 
that you respect it. You can apologize as it feels appropriate:

•   “I’m sorry, I didn’t let you finish what you were saying.”
•   “I’m sorry if what I said (or did) upset you. That’s not what I  

had intended.”
•   “Excuse me, I didn’t mean to intrude.”

5. Assist with basic needs.

At times, people under stress forget about taking care of their basic 
needs, such as eating, drinking water, maintaining personal safety, 
resting or sleeping. If you see that this is the case and you think it  
is appropriate for the circumstances, you can assist by:

•   Helping them move to a protected location, if the environment 
appears unsafe or unprotected.

•   Offering them a bottle or cup of water. When people forget  
to drink enough fluids, even mild states of dehydration can 
produce foggy thinking. Proper hydration may help with better 
decision making and coping. Sometimes, the simple act of 
offering something to drink can begin a conversation that leads 
to your ability to provide further supportive and caring actions.

•   Encouraging them to eat regularly to keep up their strength. 
Depending on the circumstances, ask if you can bring them 
some food. 

Segment Three: Psychological First Aid
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•   Encouraging them to sleep and rest. If their home has been 
destroyed or severely damaged, help them brainstorm where  
to stay, such as with a friend or relative, a hotel or, after a major 
disaster, in a disaster shelter. 

•   Helping them locate clothes or blankets if needed.

6. Listen.

When listening to others during stressful times, pay attention to  
what they say and how they understand what is happening. Validate 
their feelings and concerns. Remember, sometimes seeming angry 
or frustrated may be a way of expressing fear and anxiety about 
the situation. If they do not want to talk, there is no need to force 
it. Sometimes sitting in silence can be the most effective way to 
listen. Also, pay attention to the nonverbal information someone may 
be sharing. For example, a person may have difficulty making eye 
contact, may be tearful or may be rocking back and forth; these are 
all ways people may express their distress. Knowing you are there  
to listen can provide invaluable comfort.

7. Give realistic reassurance.

For many of us, it is natural to want to offer reassurance when 
someone is upset or distressed. However, reassurances need to  
be realistic to be truly helpful. “Everything will be fine” is not realistic. 
“Let’s talk about this and figure out something to take care of things 
right now” is. If you know of actions being taken to address the 
circumstances, sharing this information can provide reassurance.  
For example, if a teen is distressed after failing the driving test, help 
him or her find out when the next test can be taken. Similarly, if you 
know when an extended power outage is predicted to be resolved, 
share this information with those who are struggling. You could also 
help them find out where they might find a shelter for staying warm 
or having a hot meal while they are waiting.

People also feel reassured when they hear that their emotional 
reactions are similar to those of others who have experienced 
similar situations. However, no matter how common the reactions, 
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remember that emotions are extremely personal and uniquely a 
person’s own. While reassuring and normalizing are important, 
respecting and supporting the individual’s feelings and reactions  
is equally important.

8. Encourage positive coping.

When asked how she had coped with the many hardships and 
tragedies she had endured during her lifetime, Eleanor Roosevelt 
said she had done so by reminding herself that “This, too, shall 
pass.” The process of living can be viewed as an evolving chain of 
good times and difficult times. 

People cope with difficult times by putting into action practices 
built over the course of their lives. These practices represent 
both positive and negative coping strategies. We all have our 
own particular styles and strategies. Discuss with others how 
they have coped with difficult challenges in the past. Encourage 
the positive strategies each have developed in coping with the 
hassles and crises of daily living. Box 3.2 contains a table that lists 
several common positive and negative ways of coping. From these 
suggestions and others, we can create a menu of options to draw 
from in times of stress.
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Positive Coping

•  Practicing relaxation techniques

•  Maintaining a routine

•  Making lists of easily accomplished tasks

•  Setting short-term goals

•  Exercising, resting and maintaining a healthy diet

•  Taking part in prayer or spiritual activities

•  Connecting with family and friends

•  Keeping a journal

•  Listening to music

•  Making lemonade out of lemons

•  Others: _________________________________________________

Negative Coping

•  Overeating

•  Abusing alcohol or drugs

•  Taking unnecessary risks (such as dangerous driving and gambling)

•  Participating in ill-advised sexual behavior

•  Spending money

•  Picking arguments

•  Verbally or physically abusing others

•  Spending too much time alone

•  Giving up

•  Others: _________________________________________________
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BOX 3.2: EXAMPLES OF POSITIVE AND NEGATIVE COPING

Encouraging positive coping and discouraging negative coping can 
be tricky. It can turn into telling people what they should or should not 
do, which tends to drive people away rather than help them. You can 
simply ask, “Have you found things to do that help you feel better?”  
or “What have you done in the past to help yourself feel better?” 

Depending on their response, you could say:

•   “That sounds like a good strategy” (if they use positive  
coping methods)   
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•   “How is that working for you?” or “Are you comfortable with 
that? Is there something else that might work better for you?” 
(if they use negative coping methods)

•   “Would you like suggestions of strategies other people find 
helpful?” (If they are unable to say or seem interested in options)

It is most important that they understand they have options and can 
make choices based on what they think will work best for them.

9. Help people connect with others.

Connecting people with others is one of the most important steps  
of PFA. Try to make sure that they are in regular touch with someone 
else—immediate family members, other relatives or close friends. 
When appropriate, reconnecting or becoming involved with faith-
based, cultural, community or other social groups and activities can 
aid in the healing process.

Even though we all know who we would turn to for support when we 
are upset, in times of stress we may not immediately think to consult 
with the supportive person who would be just right for the need at 
hand. Ask people whom they usually talk to when they need someone 
to listen or need to consult about a certain topic. Then, offer a 
suggestion to help contact that person; it may be all that many people 
need to be able to move toward making the helpful connection.

10. Give accurate and timely information.

As with giving realistic assurances, giving accurate and timely 
information when relevant to a stressful situation is also important. 
Having good information helps people feel more in control. Be sure 
to let them know, “This is what I understand right now, but it may 
change.” If you are aware, tell them how updated information can  
be obtained. Since in times of stress a person’s concentration, 
attention and memory can be affected, you may need to repeat 
important information to make sure they have heard you.

11. Suggest a referral resource.

After providing PFA to a friend or neighbor, you sometimes may 
believe that the person could benefit from additional assistance.  
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 PFA Action What You Could Do or Say

1.  Observe and  Notice that she is quiet and withdrawn.   
be aware  Others have told you that she is single and   
 relatively new to the area.

2. Make a connection Walk up to her and introduce yourself.

3.  Help people feel  Ask if she would like to come and sit with  
comfortable and  your group of friends, or pull up a chair and    
at ease sit with her. 

4.  Be kind, calm and  Speak in a calm, quiet voice. Make good eye  
compassionate contact. If she does not want to join you and  
 your friends, ask if it would be OK with her if  
 you looked for her after the meeting.

One option is to bring up the possibility of getting assistance from  
a person or resource in the community that might be able to help. 
The supportive suggestion should be just that—a suggestion, not a 
judgment or a negative reflection of their abilities to handle what is 
happening. Resources and referrals will be covered in greater detail 
in Segment Five of this handbook.

12. End the conversation.

When it is time to end the conversation, convey that you care by 
asking if there is anything else you can do to help. If the person is a 
family member or close friend, let him or her know you will continue to 
check in with him or her. If you are providing PFA in a crisis situation, 
make sure the person is connected to someone else before you leave. 

Example Scenario
A fire has swept through an apartment complex. There is a meeting 
with the complex management as well as representatives from local 
resources. Although your apartment was not damaged, you attend in 
order to learn when utilities may be restored. You notice a very pregnant 
woman whom you have not met before but have seen around the 
complex. She is sitting by herself and struggling to hold back tears.

BOX 3.3: SAMPLE PFA RESPONSES FOR EXAMPLE SCENARIO
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 PFA Action What You Could Do or Say

5.  Assist with  Ask, “Is there something I can get you that you 
basic needs need?” Based on her response, specific offers   
 could be made, such as, “Would you like a   
 bottle of water or some other beverage?” 

6. Listen  Engage in conversation. Ask how long she has 
been in the complex and/or about her baby. Ask 
how she has been doing since the fire. Keep 
good eye contact while she is talking. Follow her 
lead for conversation. Do not force her to tell 
you anything that she does not want to share. 

7.  Give realistic  Share with her what you know about available 
reassurance community resources, such as the Red Cross.  
 If appropriate, share positive experiences with   
 complex management’s responses to repair   
 requests in the past.

8.  Encourage   Begin by asking her, “How are you doing?” 
positive coping Depending on how she responds and if itseems  
 appropriate, consider asking her what she does  
 to relax. Offer ideas, if needed, such as talking   
 with others, eating regularly and getting adequate  
 rest—especially because she is pregnant.

9.  Help people  Introduce her to others you know. Ask about 
connect with others friends and family she may have in the area. 

10.  Give accurate   After the presentation, repeat what youunderstand 
and timely about getting updated information. Make sure   
information you both heard the same message, because in   
 times of stress, a person’s concentration, attention  
 and memory can be affected.

11.  Suggest a   Pass on information about appropriate resources 
referral resource that have been made available, such as the    
 Red Cross, insurance companies and    
 community mental health services.

12.  End the  Let her know you are glad you had the chance  
conversation  to talk. Ask her if there is anything else you  

can do for her right now. Encourage her to plan to 
connect with a friend or family member. If you feel 
comfortable with doing so, let her know you will be 
around the complex if she would like to talk again.

BOX 3.3: SAMPLE PFA RESPONSES FOR EXAMPLE SCENARIO
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Practice Scenarios
SCENARIO #1: Your friend’s husband has recently lost his job. The 
family had depended on both incomes to make ends meet. Your friend 
shares that she is worried. She wonders how she will cover school 
and extracurricular activity expenses for the children. She is also 
worried about the toll this is taking on her relationship with her husband. 

SCENARIO #2: Your neighbors have been married for over 40 years. 
You do not know them well, but you are friendly with them. You learn 
from another neighbor that the husband passed away yesterday.

SCENARIO #3: Hurricane Helen recently hit your town. You are 
in the Red Cross shelter with about 200 other people. You notice 
a young man sitting on the edge of his cot, rocking and staring at 
people standing in the food line. He appears to be alone. 

SCENARIO #4: Today you are having lunch at a cafe with a close 
friend whose husband has returned from Iraq as a double amputee.  
He is now living at home and is still undergoing rehabilitation.  
His mother is often there, helping provide care. Your friend looks tired 
and sad and today engages only in small talk.

SCENARIO #5: Your friend calls you and is upset over a news  
story she saw about H1N1 influenza (swine flu). She is not sure what 
to believe or what to do. She is scared that her children may catch 
this flu and is considering keeping them home from school. She does 
not want her husband to go to work. She tells you that  
she is keeping the news on around the clock to hear any updates. 
She is concerned that she does not have enough food and water  
to “last her through the crisis.”

SCENARIO # 6: Your neighbor Gloria is having an exceptionally bad 
day. Her alarm doesn’t go off and she is late to an important meeting. 
She comes home to find the drain to the kitchen sink clogged and she 
is unable to clear it. Then she receives a call from the school saying 
the principal needs to see her immediately regarding some mischief 
her son has gotten into. Later that day she turns up on your doorstep 
looking dejected and frustrated.
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 PFA Action       What You Could Do or Say

1.  Observe and   
be aware 

2.  Make a connection  

3.  Help people feel   
comfortable and    
at ease 

4.  Be kind, calm and   
compassionate 

5.  Assist with   
basic needs 

6.  Listen 
  

7.  Give realistic   
reassurance 

8.  Encourage    
positive coping

 

9.  Help people   
connect with others 

10.  Give accurate and   
timely information 

11.  Suggest a    
referral resource 

12.  End the   
conversation
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SEGMENT TWO:

Psychological  
Resilience 

“ The strongest principle of growth  
lies in human choice.”
GeorGe eliot

31

Personal resilience is influenced by our experiences and how we 
have met both positive and negative challenges in our lives. On  
the other hand, during stressful times children depend on parents, 
caregivers, teachers and other important adults in their lives for 
primary guidance and support.

As parents and caregivers, we readily see age-related differences 
in toddlers, school-aged children and adolescents. Children of 
different ages react differently to stressful situations and will cope 
differently. Remembering to view children from a developmental 
perspective will help you better understand how to help them in 
times of stress.

Below are some considerations to keep in mind about the 
developmental perspective and how this perspective can help  
you relate to children in times of stress.

Ability to Reason. During stressful times, children may not 
accurately perceive or realize true causes of what is happening. 
When they do not have all the information or do not completely 
understand what is happening, they may fill in the blanks with 
inaccurate conclusions, which in turn can make coping even more 
difficult. For example, a young child with a parent in the military 
may not understand why her father had to leave. She may interpret 
the parent’s leaving as the result of her having misbehaved or 
some momentary wishful thinking that a parent who had punished 
her would leave. Adolescents may interpret economically-caused 
changes in family purchases as an indication that their parents  
do not value their wants and desires.

“Sometimes the questions are  
complicated and the answers are simple.”
Dr. seuss

SEGMENT FOUR:

Helping Children  
in Times of Stress
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Effects of Uncertainty. Any of us could have difficulty coping 
with the uncertainties of crises and stressful situations. However, 
because children thrive best when things are structured and 
predictable, when situations become less certain they feel especially 
stressed. Uncertainty can be magnified for children as they try to 
make sense of what they see happening.

Impact of Change. No one particularly likes unwanted changes, 
especially those that may accompany difficult situations. Family 
routines, structures and ways of being may change when families 
experience more extreme stresses, such as crisis or disaster. Such 
changes are inevitable. However, children may have difficulties 
coping with the changes. This is especially true if they see their 
caregivers having a hard time handling the situation. As much as 
families may wish for things to go back to the way they were, this 
may be unlikely to happen. Children may develop problematic 
behaviors, ranging from acting out to becoming withdrawn, as they 
adjust to changes in their lives.

Worldview. Young children view the world as black and white, 
and have difficulties with the idea of ambiguity or seeing the world 
as gray. Young children may have difficulties when they perceive 
things as being unfair or when events do not follow “the rules.” 
They may express their feelings and thoughts with temper tantrums, 
defiance or behavior that is more clingy than before the stressful 
situation. Older children can understand more complex concepts 
and ambiguities. However they may struggle with the uncertainties 
that come along with the realization that we live in a gray world. For 
example, their personal view of an uncertain future may increase  
their level of stress or anxiety and could result in negative behaviors 
in the present, such as risk-taking behaviors. 

Time Orientation. Time orientation is not fully developed in young 
children. They may not readily understand what it really means when 
told, “Mommy will be back in a week,” leading them to ask on a 
daily basis when she will return. Older children and adolescents 
do understand the concept of time, but still may grapple with the 
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changes if their expectations do not match a reasonable timeline  
for a stressful circumstance to be resolved.

Limited Life Experience. When stressful times occur in the lives  
of adults, they can draw on past experiences and coping strategies. 
Children have fewer experiences upon which to draw. They may 
need help from adults, such as reminding them how they have 
handled difficulties before, as well as helping them learn new 
strategies and skills to cope with the current challenge.

Expression of Thoughts and Feelings. Although parents may give 
a heavy sigh when they see their teenagers “acting like two-year-
olds,” how children express their thoughts and feelings does change 
with development. Young children are more likely to show their 
emotions through behaviors than through their words. For example, 
behaviors may range from aggression and acting out, to withdrawal, 
to clinging more closely to parents. Young children may express 
their thoughts in their play or in the stories and art they create. As 
they age, children will begin to put words to their feelings, but may 
continue to show their feelings through behaviors. For example, they 
may become more irritable with parents and friends and/or withdraw 
from others. When any stressful situation occurs—the death of a 
pet, a breakup with a girlfriend or boyfriend, moving to a new house, 
a parents’ divorce or experiencing a tornado—parents should be 
especially mindful of the changes in their children’s behaviors and 
the thoughts and feelings they may represent.  

Helping Children Cope and Build Resilience
The family system is the child’s primary source of support. 
Family systems vary widely, consisting of many different types of 
relationships, practices and family beliefs and values. The specific 
aspects of a child’s family system make a difference in what kinds  
of coping and resilience practices a child learns. 

Other social systems that are important to children’s resilience and 
feelings of security include schools, child-care programs, extended 
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family systems, and faith and cultural groups. Many children are 
involved in extracurricular activities that provide support, structure 
and routine. These activities provide opportunities to be with others 
and to take a break from the focus on the stressful situation, and can 
serve as healthy distractions during times of stress. 

How children cope with challenges and stress is highly influenced  
by how their parents cope with similar situations. Children of all ages 
look to their parents as role models, often adopting both the good 
and the bad. Children take in what they see and hear around them. 
However, when they do not completely understand adults’ words  
or behaviors, children can misperceive them or assume cause 
and effect where none exists. Children, even infants, may perceive 
parental distress. Although parental distress is expected during 
times of crisis, how adults manage their distress will affect how  
their children manage their stress.

To summarize:

•  When the family is stressed, the children are affected.
•  When children are stressed, the family is affected.
•   When parents work on building and maintaining their own 

resilience, they help the children.
•   When parents help their children cope and build resilience, 

they help manage their own stress.

Promoting Resilience in Children and Teens
Principles similar to those that help adults build resilience can also 
help children build resilience during times of stress, crisis and even 
disaster. Like adults, children build resilience through behaviors, 
thoughts and actions that are learned.

The APA has developed a list of tips for promoting resilience in 
children, which appears in Box 4.1.

These tips and ideas are especially useful when helping children in 
times of stress.
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1. Make connections with others.
2. Help children and teens help others.
3. Maintain a daily routine. 
4. Take a break.
5. Teach children self-care.
6. Help children and teens move toward their goals.
7. Nurture a positive self-view.
8. Keep things in perspective and maintain a hopeful outlook.
9. Look for opportunities for self-discovery.
10. Help children accept that change is a part of living.
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3 This content has been adapted from Resilience for Kids and Teens: A Guide for Parents and Teachers. 
Copyright © 2003 by the American Psychological Association.  Adapted with permission.  To view the original 
APA document, please go to http://www.apa.org/helpcenter/resilience.aspx.  No further reproduction or 
distribution is permitted without the written permission of the American Psychological Association.

BOX 4.1: TEN TIPS FOR BUILDING RESILIENCE  
IN CHILDREN AND TEENS3

1. Make connections with others.  

Like adults, children can build resilience by connecting with others.

•   Encourage and help your child to make friends, including 
teaching empathy, or feeling and understanding another’s 
worries. This skill generally begins to emerge by age 3 or 4, 
although children of this age group continue to believe that 
everyone sees the world from their viewpoint. 

•   Encourage your child to be a friend to others; this is the best 
way to make friends. You can help by planning activities 
outside the home, such as bowling or going to a movie. You 
can also help by arranging play dates for young children or 
allowing older children to have friends spend the night.
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•   Build a strong family network; it will support your child through 
his or her inevitable disappointments and hurts. The network 
can include both relatives and other caring adults in the  
child’s world.

•   Explore opportunities for connections with children who may  
be experiencing similar family changes, such as participating  
in community programs for children who have lost a family 
member, military children or children of divorce.

•   Consider structured play activities, such as team sports 
or dance. These opportunities provide a fun way to make 
connections. 

•   Some find comfort in connecting with a higher power, whether 
through organized religion or privately. You may wish to share 
with your child how your faith helps you find comfort during 
stressful times.

•   If a change or crisis results in relocation, children may wish 
to stay connected with friends. Explore with your child how 
to continue such connections. Regardless of his or her age, 
listening and respecting your child’s ideas is another way to 
strengthen resilience.

2. Help children and teens help others.

Children who feel helpless or overwhelmed, or who are experiencing 
other stress-related reactions, can be empowered by helping others.

•   During times of crisis, talk to your child about how others are 
helping people in need. Explore ideas of how your child can 
help, too. 

•   Engage your child in age-appropriate volunteer work. For 
example, following a disaster, your child could help neighbors 
clean up after a storm, bake cookies to deliver to others or  
help out at a shelter. 

•   Encourage your child to help others by asking him or her to 
assist you. Select tasks that he or she is likely to be able to 
master, such as chores around the house. 

•   If appropriate, have your child accompany you wherever you 
volunteer on a regular basis. 

Segment Four: Helping Children in Times of Stress
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3. Maintain a daily routine. 

Just as creating a routine is important in the early stages of providing 
PFA, maintaining a daily routine is beneficial to building children’s 
resilience. Sticking to a routine can be comforting to children—
especially children who are younger and benefit most from structure 
in their lives. 

•   Encourage your child to work with you to develop his or her 
own routines. Routines are important at home and at school. 
Routine can contribute to a sense of security, which, in turn, 
helps in building resilience. Routines include mealtimes, 
bedtimes, playtimes, quiet times and other regular activity.

•   Even in a shelter or evacuation situation, find ways to keep as 
much of a regular schedule as possible. Include your children  
in establishing any new routines. Remember also that even 
after a very stressful event, appropriate behavior is expected. 
For example, if hitting was not OK before the crisis, it should 
not be OK after the crisis.

4. Take a break.

Too much focus on a stressful event, or even focusing too much  
on usual day-to-day pressures, can increase worries, anxieties and 
other stress reactions. When you encourage a break, you are giving 
your child permission to focus on something other than the crisis.  
A break may include a play date for younger children or going to  
the movies with friends for older children. This may be a time the 
family takes a walk together or has a family game night. You may 
even ask your child what he or she would like to do to take a break 
from the current situation. 

When your child is having worrisome thoughts, you can encourage 
him or her to think of two positive thoughts for each troubling 
thought. Simple relaxation exercises, such as having your child put  
a hand on his or her tummy and, while breathing normally, watch it 
go up and down for a while, can also provide a break for children.

Segment Four: Helping Children in Times of Stress
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Be aware of exposures that can be troubling to your child, whether 
they come from the news, the Internet, overheard conversations 
about a crisis or adult worries. Remember that something that may 
not be upsetting for you can be confusing and worrisome for your 
child. Consider encouraging other activities your child can focus 
on, such as sports, dance, reading, free play, arts and crafts, or any 
other pastime he or she enjoys.  

Ensuring your child takes a break from those things that trouble him 
or her reduces some of the worry and anxiety that can come with 
stressful times. Taking a break means encouraging your child to 
play, have fun and be creative—essentially, to be a child or teen! 

5. Teach children self-care. 

Building resilience is in itself a type of self-care. Help children 
understand that self-care enables them be in top shape, helping 
them do their best. Self-care is especially important during times of 
stress, because it helps them to be strong.

•   Teach your child the importance of eating properly, exercise  
and rest. 

•   Make sure your child has time to have fun; your child should  
not have scheduled activities for every moment of his or her  
day without any downtime to relax. Your child may choose 
to read a book, work on a puzzle, play outside or write in a 
journal. Caring for him- or herself and having fun will help 
your child stay balanced and better able to deal with stressful 
times. Taking care of him- or herself can be transformed into a 
family activity. Everyone in the family can become involved with 
supervising young children during bath time and selecting the 
type of toothpaste used. Use family mealtime as an opportunity 
for everyone to be together and talk about their day. Establish 
weekly traditions for activities your family can practice together, 
such as taking a long walk, playing a game or even watching  
a favorite show together. Family self-care practices such as 
these can increase resilience for both you and your child. 
Modeling self-care for your children can result in their  
becoming more likely to practice good self-care, too.
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6. Help children and teens move toward their goals. 

Teach your child to set reasonable goals and move toward them one 
step at a time. Moving toward that goal—even if it is a tiny step—and 
receiving encouragement for doing so helps focus your child on 
what he or she has accomplished. Having confidence in his or her 
ability to accomplish goals helps your child build the resilience to 
move forward in the face of future challenges. 

Consider small goals you and your child may want to accomplish. 
Goals can be academic in nature, such as learning math facts or 
letters or mastering class schedules and changes in middle and  
high school. Goals can also be developmental, such as tying shoes, 
skipping or learning to drive, or activity goals, such as learning a new 
song or game, completing a daily chore without help, making a new 
friend or contributing to a team sport. Mark the accomplishments on 
a calendar or in a journal and celebrate together.

7. Nurture a positive self-view. 

When you encourage children and foster your belief in their abilities 
to manage difficulties, resilience is strengthened.

•   Help your child remember ways that he or she has successfully 
handled hardships or challenges in the past, then help your 
child understand that these past challenges help build the 
strength required to handle current and future challenges. 
Challenges can range from coping with a family crisis to giving 
a report in front of the class.

•   Help your child learn to trust his or her ability to solve problems 
and make decisions by giving them appropriate opportunities  
to do so.

•   Let your child know when you have seen that he or she has 
given his or her best efforts to meet goals or manage difficult 
challenges, even if they did not turn out as successfully as 
desired.

•   Teach your child to see the humor in life and help him or her  
develop the ability to laugh at him- or herself. 

39

Segment Four: Helping Children in Times of Stress



40

•   Help your child see how his or her individual accomplishments 
at home, at school and in extracurricular activities may 
contribute to the well-being of the family, class, team or  
group as a whole.

8.  Keep things in perspective and maintain a hopeful 
outlook.

Even when facing very difficult and challenging events, help your 
child look at the situation in a broader context or with a long-term 
perspective. At times, it may be difficult for your child to think 
beyond the immediate challenges caused by a situation. It may help 
to recognize that the current problem or situation, though difficult, 
will not last forever and actually represents a “change for now”. 
Although your child may be too young to consider a long-term 
view on his or her own, you can remind your child that there is a 
future beyond the current crisis and that the future can be good. 
It is important to note that some relatively low-key situations, such 
as breaking up with a boyfriend or girlfriend, getting a bad grade, 
not making a sports team or having a fight with a friend, may feel 
like a major crisis to your child. Acknowledge that these events can 
be upsetting and support your child’s feelings. However, at some 
point, help him or her recognize the bigger picture. An optimistic and 
positive outlook enables your child to see the good things in life, to 
keep going even in the hardest times and to build resilience.

•   Together with your child, mark your calendar, circling the 
dates of events that are important in your family. Discuss how 
each event contributes to thinking of the future in a positive 
way. Sharing these events and stories with one another is an 
opportunity to model your hopeful outlook. 

•   Talk to your child about the positive things that are being done 
to manage and cope with the current crisis. Depending on the 
stressful situation, these may be actions taken by the family, 
school and/or community.

•   For older children, homework assignments that review history 
can be used as opportunities to point out that life moves on, 
even after the most difficult events.

Segment Four: Helping Children in Times of Stress
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•   Sometimes children may ask, “Did this ever happen to you?” 
Answer honestly, remembering what is appropriate for the 
child’s age. If appropriate, point out that you have gotten 
through similar problems in your past, just as you will all cope 
together with the current difficulty.

9. Look for opportunities for self-discovery.

Tough times are often the times when children learn the most about 
themselves. Helping your child recognize efforts made and new 
coping skills learned and practiced will help reinforce strengths 
and build resilience. Discuss with your child in an age-appropriate 
manner how all members of the family, including parents, draw on 
strengths and new skills they have learned. 

There are many skills your child will master outside of crisis 
situations. These may include mastering math facts, riding a bike, 
learning to drive, making new friends or even learning another 
language. Recognizing how well your child is coping or noticing a 
new skill he or she has learned and sharing this with him or her and 
with other family members helps build your child’s belief that even 
the most difficult situations can be mastered. Believing in yourself is 
important to resilience. Help your child see that by working together, 
the entire family becomes more resilient.

10. Help children accept that change is a part of living.

Change can be scary for anyone, but can be especially so for 
children and teens. Accepting change does not mean that change  
is easy; rather, that change is a part of living and accepting it can be 
met with success. Help your child see that change is a part of life.

•   New goals often replace other goals that have been reached  
or are no longer relevant, such as learning to tie shoes or how 
to walk to a new friend’s house. Point these out to your child.

•   Point out how your child has changed and advanced while 
moving up in grade levels at school or in dance, team sports  
or other activities.
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•   Make sure your child knows that even the most difficult   
changes do not affect how family members feel about each 
other. Discuss how the worries and discomfort with change  
will decrease as the entire family works on them together.  
Stay available for talks about changes and related worries  
or concerns. Reassure your child that together you will cope 
and handle the stressful situation, whatever it may be.

As illustrated above, although difficult situations can produce stress 
and related reactions, they are also opportunities for families to 
build resilience. Children benefit from the extra care, attention and 
patience you and other family members can provide as they master 
new skills for meeting and coping with challenges.

Developing Resilience and a Child’s Age
The APA has developed materials that explain resilience as it relates 
to children of different ages. The following discussion of helping 
children build resilience is adapted from those APA guidelines.4 

Resilience and Preschool-Aged Children

Views and Practices. Very young children will only recently 
have mastered the skills of walking and talking, and they may 
not be able to express their anxieties and fears. Watch young 
children for signs of fear and anxiety they may not yet be able  
to put into words. Have your children become extra clingy and 
seem to need more hugs and kisses than usual? Have your 
children started wetting the bed or sucking their thumbs after 
you thought they had outgrown that behavior? They may be 
feeling the pressure of what is going on around them. Through 
play, art and games, your children may express their fears. Pay 
attention to what you see, because through these activities your 
children may tell you more than they can put into words. 
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4This content has been adapted from Resilience for Kids and Teens: A Guide for Parents and Teachers. 
Copyright „ 2003 by the American Psychological Association.  Adapted with permission.  To view the original 
APA document, please go to http://apahelpcenter.org/featuredtopics/feature.php?id=39.  No further 
reproduction or distribution is permitted without the written permission of the American Psychological 
Association.
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Young children especially benefit from routine and rituals. 
Therefore during rough times changes in routine can be 
especially difficult for them to handle. Try not to let family 
disruption interfere with usual routines. For example, if you usually 
read stories to your children at bedtime, try to keep that piece 
of routine going. Replace routines that cannot be continued with 
new routines. Posting a picture schedule of new daily routines 
can help rebuild the structure that young children crave.

Family Support. Although you may think they are too young to 
understand what is happening, even very young children can 
absorb frightening events from the news or from conversations 
they overhear. Children will take their cue from you. Very young 
children in particular need to see their parents effectively 
coping with challenges. If you are overwhelmed, your children 
may feel even more overwhelmed by a stressful event.

During times of stress and change, spend more time with your 
children playing games, reading to them or just holding them 
close. Make your family a security blanket of sorts for your 
children: wrap your children up in family closeness and make 
sure they have lots of family time.

As Part of Their Community. At this age, children are still 
learning about who is part of their community—extended 
family, friends, neighbors and those who provide services, 
among others. As their level of understanding increases, you 
can point out what community members do for one another to 
serve the support network. During a crisis, talk about what the 
police officer, firefighter, shelter manager, doctor and other key 
individuals do to help. When possible, show young children 
how they, too, can be helpful during a difficult time. 

When there is a situation outside of the home that is frightening 
or produces worry, such as a disaster or war, protect your 
children from the media coverage by monitoring what they 
watch or turning the television off. They are likely to fill in 
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what they do not understand with inaccurate information or 
misperceptions that can create more fears or anxieties.  
Clarify misperceptions as they are revealed.

Resilience and Elementary School Children

Views and Practices. Your children may generally be able to 
handle a poor test grade or a fight with a friend, but when a 
stressful situation is compounded by another more challenging 
situation, they may respond with anxiety, anger or bad behavior. 
Extra stresses associated with a crisis or disaster situation can 
heighten normal daily worries. Reassure children that your only 
expectation is that they do their best. These are times they may 
need some extra time and attention. 

As with preschool children, routine and rituals are important for 
elementary school children. Consider making time to document 
small achievements, especially as they relate to the aftermath of 
significant changes. 

Family Support. When children have questions about 
difficult situations, answer them honestly but simply and with 
reassurance that leaves no room for doubt, such as, “I will 
always take care of you.” When they know that you are willing  
to discuss difficult topics, children will continue to share their 
concerns about any issues that matter to them. Do not discount 
their fears. Extra time, patience and love may be needed as the 
entire family settles into the new routines that often accompany 
change.

Remember also that your child will look to you as a role model 
to determine how to cope with the changes. Consider how you 
want to be viewed and what you would like your child to learn 
from your modeling.

As Part of Their Community. At this age, friends and 
classmates become important. Problems in these new 
relationships can be stressful, and children will benefit from 
talking to you about their concerns. Empathy is present, so 
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children can now begin to absorb how friends may be feeling. As 
they begin to study subjects about the world outside of  
their homes, children look to teachers as well as to parents  
to help them understand the world around them. Participation  
in extracurricular activities at this age results in additional 
relationships with adults, which can add to their support network.

During a family crisis, talk about what you and other important 
adults in the child’s life are doing to help, even if it is as simple 
as listening and offering support. He or she may also benefit 
from extra attention from other supportive people, such as 
grandparents, family friends, teachers and those who lead 
extracurricular activities. Make sure your child has a place he  
or she feels safe and has identified appropriate adults he or  
she can talk to about concerns. 

When there is a situation outside of the home that is 
frightening or produces worry, such as a disaster or war, limit 
the amount of news your children watch or listen to. What 
is understandable to adults may be confusing to them. As 
with younger children, they are likely to fill in what they do not 
understand with inaccurate information or misperceptions that 
can create more fears or anxieties. Clarify misperceptions as 
they are revealed. You do not need to hide what is happening in 
the world from children, but neither do they need to be exposed 
constantly to stories that may fuel their fears and worries. 

When a crisis happens, talk to your children about what is 
being done at home and, if appropriate, in your community 
and beyond. Include your child in discussing plans, at an age-
appropriate level, for how your family will manage the situation. 
Listen to their ideas and make sure they have something 
helpful they can do. When a crisis or emergency strikes the 
community, find ways your child can reach out to help others. 
This may include helping with cleanup after a weather-related 
disaster or drawing/writing a letter to send to first responders, 
such as police officers or firefighters, to express appreciation 
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for their help. When your children help others in the family and 
outside of it, they also help themselves and build their resilience. 

Resilience and Middle School Children 

Views and Practices. Shifting social alliances are common 
during middle school, and being on the receiving end of such 
shifts at times may feel devastating to children. Help your child 
keep things in perspective. Point out that other children may be 
feeling just as lonely and confused. You can also help your child 
look beyond the current situation: alliances that shift one way 
may in fact shift back again the next week. 

Your child may also feel alone in his or her feelings when a 
stressful event takes place. Let your child know that you are 
open to talking about it and all the changes and feelings that 
come along with it. Discuss likely reactions he or she may be 
experiencing. When your child understands that other children 
and even adults may be feeling the same way, it is not as upsetting. 

Routine and rituals continue to be important for middle school-
aged children. Build into your routine time to talk about the day. 
This may be on the ride home from an activity, as you clean up 
after dinner or right before bedtime. As with younger children, 
extra time, patience and love may be needed as the entire family 
settles back into a routine following a crisis situation.

Family Support. At this age, children may be old enough 
to appreciate that there are gray areas in feelings. Talk with 
your child about your own feelings during times of stress. It is 
expectable that your child may see you distressed during an 
extraordinarily stressful time. However, how you manage the 
stress and cope is what is important. Remember, modeling 
effective coping will help not only during the current situation 
but also as your children choose to cope with future challenges 
in their lives. Regardless, during times of crisis make sure your 
children understand that you will do whatever it takes to keep 
them safe.
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As Part of Their Community. Peers become increasingly 
important to children in middle school. They may begin to bump 
into the cliques and teasing that can occur as children begin to 
establish a social order within their school. Being available to 
listen and support your children is particularly important. Even 
without the presence of larger traumas, middle school can be 
an especially difficult time for many children. They struggle 
to meet extra academic demands and cope with the new 
social challenges. At this age they look to parents, teachers, 
extracurricular leaders and friends for information and support 
and to help them with difficult thoughts and feelings, as well as 
to help them feel safe.

Although parents may not wish to consider it, children, at 
times, may cope with stress by bullying other children. If so, 
working together with school personnel can help address the 
situation. However, remember to acknowledge and accept 
the worries and feelings that fuel the bullying. These are very 
real and your support is needed. By listening, offering support 
and helping keep things in perspective, you keep the lines of 
communication open and enhance their resilience. 

Consider resources in your community for children. Encourage 
involvement in these activities to help your child connect with 
others, especially with those who may be experiencing similar 
family changes. 

Resilience and High School Teens

Views and Practices. Although your teens may tower over 
you, inside they are still young. They can keenly feel the fear 
and uncertainty of both the normal stresses of being a teen 
and of events in the world around them, including how stressful 
outside events may impact the family. Many teens are already 
feeling extreme highs and lows because of hormonal levels in 
their bodies. Added stress or trauma can make these shifts 
seem more extreme. Emotions may be volatile and close to the 
surface during the teen years; finding the best way to connect 
to your teen can be difficult. 
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Although your teens will still need you, they are also more 
independent. They will want you to recognize and support this 
important developmental shift. Listen and work to incorporate 
your teens’ ideas for helping, managing and coping with 
stressful situations. Encouraging their active involvement can 
increase their resilience.

As with younger children, teenagers benefit from routine and 
structure. Work with them to establish daily schedules. When 
additional activities become necessary as the result of a 
stressful event or crisis, be sure the new routine builds in some 
family time as well as some quiet time. 

Family Support. When teens respond to stress by acting out, 
such as with angry or sullen behavior, be understanding but 
firm. Reassure them that your only expectation is that they do 
their best. When you see that they are coping well, comment  
on your observations.

Keeping communication lines open continues to be important, 
despite teens’ new focus on independence. Talk with your  
teens when opportunities arise, even if it seems that they do  
not want to talk to you. Consider talking when you are in the  
car together, or perhaps while you are doing chores together, 
which gives them something else to focus on while they talk. 
When your teens have questions, answer them honestly 
but with reassurance. Ask them their opinions about what is 
happening, and listen to their answers as they tell you what  
they are feeling and thinking. 

Teens may act like they feel immortal, but they still want 
reassurance that they will be all right. Honest discussions of 
your fears and expectations can help them learn to express their 
own fears. Although it is fine to talk about your concerns and 
feelings about a crisis situation, remember that your teen is still 
a child. Be sure you have your own appropriate adult supports. 
Let your teen see that you are coping well, even in a difficult 
time. Watching you navigate the stress of a situation can 
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increase your teen’s confidence that he or she can do the same, 
and that the possibility of distressing you should not keep him 
or her from voicing worries or concerns. You can also talk to 
them about common reactions that others often experience in 
similar situations. Even if they do not acknowledge having the 
same thoughts and feelings, this information may decrease 
concerns about being “different.” If they struggle with words,  
a journal or art can be used to express emotions. However, 
accept that privacy will be important to them. 

At this age, your teen may prefer to spend more time with friends 
than with you. Investigate and encourage activities with friends 
or peers, particularly if resources exist in your community for 
teens who have similar interests or have had similar experiences. 
Nonetheless, also be ready to provide lots of family time for him 
or her when needed or requested. Making your home available 
for your teen’s get-togethers will help you get to know the friends 
who are important pieces of his or her life.

Make your home a safe place emotionally for your teens. In 
high school, taunting and bullying can intensify. Home should 
be a haven, especially as they encounter more freedoms 
and choices and look to home to be a constant in their lives. 
If you are concerned that they might be coping with stress 
by bullying, address the issue in partnership with school 
personnel, as you would with younger school-aged children. 

During times of extraordinary stress, your family will need extra 
time, patience, attention and love as together you cope with  
the situation and adjust to new routines that may follow.

As Part of Their Community. Teens are able to contribute to 
their community in many of the same ways as adults. Finding 
their niche in the world, separate from their family identity, is 
a key developmental step for teens. Help them identify and 
explore appropriate roles, whether it is working part time, joining 
a community service group or volunteering to deliver meals to 
the elderly. Doing so will help them find the confidence and 
competence that will build their resilience.
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 Resilience Builder What You Could Do or Say

1.  Make connections Encourage Becky to stay in touch with the friend 
with others  she had stayed with and visit with other friends,  

if she is interested. Let her know it is important  
to continue to attend school. Check into the 
possibility of after-school visits with friends during 
the week. Ask Becky if she would like to write  
her father a letter that you could give him or  
read to him. If there are other adults Becky 

When stressful things are happening in the world at large, 
particularly if news coverage includes a situation that affects 
your family, encourage your teen to take news breaks, 
regardless of where the news is coming from—the television, 
magazines, newspapers or the Internet. The news can also 
be an opportunity to begin a discussion. Ask what his or her 
friends think or feel about what is on the news. This angle can 
take your teen out of the spotlight, yet still provide an avenue to 
discuss thoughts and feelings.

Example Scenario
Becky, age 11, is worried about her father. He has been hospitalized 
and may need surgery. For the first two days Becky stayed at a 
friend’s house, but she is now home with her mother. Becky wants  
to stay home from school and help her mother or go to the hospital 
and be with her father. She has not yet been allowed to visit with him, 
because he is very ill. Becky’s teacher called and told Becky’s mother 
that Becky broke into tears after receiving a C on a paper. When 
asked about her reaction, Becky replied, “Nothing’s wrong. Leave 
me alone.” Her teacher is concerned about her. If Becky’s father has 
surgery, her grandmother will be coming to stay with them. 

Box 4.2 shows examples of how you might help Becky build 
resilience during this difficult time if you were her mother. 

BOX 4.2: SAMPLE RESPONSES FOR EXAMPLE SCENARIO
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 Resilience Builder What You Could Do or Say

  likes to visit, encourage those connections as 
well. Becky will also benefit from more attention 
and cuddling from you, especially at bedtime.

2.  Help children and Find ways for Becky to help with daily chores 
teens help others  around the house that you might neglect 

while busy at the hospital. Let her know that 
her continuing to go to school helps you feel 
better, as it means Becky is not getting behind 
in her schoolwork and will be around friends.

3.  Maintain a daily  School will serve as an important continued 
routine  routine for Becky. Follow other previous 

routines as much as possible, such as talking 
about her day after she comes home from 
school, being available to help with homework, 
having meals together, reading together before 
bedtime and maintaining bedtime routines 
and rituals. If there are family pets, include 
daily walks and feeding of the pets. Visiting or 
writing to her father could become part of her 
daily routine. If appropriate, Becky could add 
saying a prayer for her father each day as  
part of her bedtime practices.

4.  Take a break  Encourage Becky to continue with hobbies, 
sports or other usual extracurricular activities.  
A visit to the library may give her some new 
books to read, perhaps including books on 
topics that you and Becky would enjoy reading 
together. Make time for recreational activities 
that include Becky. Encourage her to spend 
some time with her grandmother if and when 
she arrives—walking, talking, playing a game  
or learning about family history.

5.  Teach children  Help Becky identify ways she can remain  
self-care  healthy while away from her father. Remind her 

of the importance of taking care of daily needs, 
such as brushing her teeth and bathing, and 

BOX 4.2: SAMPLE RESPONSES FOR EXAMPLE SCENARIO
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  model self-care in your own actions. Also 
remind her that you need her to be in good 
shape so she can help you and her father when 
he returns home. 

6.  Help children  Together, make a list of small goals, such as  
and teens move  making a new friend at an activity where she  
toward their goals  does not know many people or learning how 

to make French toast or other meals, that 
Becky would like to accomplish while her 
father is in the hospital.. Small goals could 
also include cleaning up her room, keeping up 
with schoolwork and/or reading a book not 
required for school. Help Becky find ways to 
plan for her father’s homecoming. Consider 
small goals that assist with that process, such 
as making signs to welcome him home.

7.  Nurture a positive  Remind Becky of other times that she has been 
self-view  able to handle hardships, such as when she 

learned to write with her left hand after she had 
injured her right one. Ask for her suggestions on 
how she might help you at home and help with 
her father when he returns home. Be sure to 
provide praise for her good ideas and, if possible, 
use some of them. Thank her for her contributions 
and willingness to think ahead. Also praise 
her for keeping up with her schoolwork, and 
acknowledge how hard this must be when she is 
distracted by her father’s illness.

8.  Keep things in  Explain the nature of Becky’s father’s treatment 
perspective and  and recovery at a level she can understand, 
maintain a   emphasizing any likelihood of a good final 
hopeful outlook  outcome. Talk with her about helping with plans 

or changes that may occur when her father 
returns, such as making the living room into a 
bedroom for a while. Discuss other changes that 
have taken place in your family, and how both 

BOX 4.2: SAMPLE RESPONSES FOR EXAMPLE SCENARIO
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  she and the family weathered these. Becky’s 
grandmother could share stories of changes 
she has seen over the years and how she 
managed, and that she is confident that her 
granddaughter has similar abilities.

9.  Look for  Point out to Becky how she has been adjusting 
opportunities for  to changes or difficulties caused by the   
self-discovery  situation, such as being separated from her 

father, worrying about his health and healing, 
spending less time with you, having a relative 
stay and care for her or having difficulty 
concentrating at school. Thank her for her 
help around the house, and point out the new 
skills she has learned. All are signs that she is 
a remarkable girl, especially so in the midst of 
a difficult situation. Ask her if she can think of 
times in the past when she discovered she was 
able to cope or master new or difficult situations.

10.  Help children   Acknowledge that this circumstance has been  
accept that  hard on Becky and the entire family, but also help 
change is a  her see that you are confident that you and she  
part of living  will get through it. See if Becky can identify any 

other changes the family has worked through, 
large or small. Remind her that even though it  
is hard to not see her father and to know that  
he is sick, and to not have your time or attention 
as before, you will eventually be reunited as a 
family and will adjust to any changes. Remind 
her that change is not necessarily bad, such as 
when she moves up a grade in school. It can be 
a bit scary, but also a bit exciting, too. Monitor 
how she is doing, both at home and at school. 
Suggest that she talk to the school counselor  
or mental health professional if you have any 
significant worries about how she is doing.  
Extra attention, patience and love will go a long 
way with helping everyone with changes.

BOX 4.2: SAMPLE RESPONSES FOR EXAMPLE SCENARIO
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Practice Scenarios
SCENARIO #1: For the past five years your family has taken a trip 
to the beach at the end of the summer. This year, due to the oil spill, 
the beach is closed. Your 7-year-old and 10-year-old children are 
upset that the trip has been canceled. They are becoming more and 
more irritable and are squabbling much of the time. Your 10-year-old 
keeps telling you that “this is not fair.” He asks what else is going to 
change because of the spill. Your 7-year-old also has been asking 
lots of questions about the oil spill. Both children have been watching 
news about the spill when the television has been left on.  

SCENARIO #2: Seven-year-old Sean comes home from school in 
tears. He says he had been telling some of the other kids that his 
father is a soldier. A couple of the children respond by telling him 
his father is a bad person because he shoots people and shooting 
people is wrong, and that their parents say the soldiers should not 
be in Iraq. He asks his mom why his dad had to go to Iraq if soldiers 
should not be there. He questions why his father would rather be in 
Iraq than home with the family.

SCENARIO #3: The Butler family’s dog of 12 years, Buddy, has 
died. The parents got the dog shortly after they married. The 
children, Tonya, 10, and Michael, six, have always had Buddy in their 
lives.  
They have asked questions about death and now are asking more 
questions about their grandfather’s death several years earlier. They 
seem to be more moody and irritable, squabbling over the littlest 
things. They have already asked about getting a new dog very soon. 

SCENARIO #4: H1N1 influenza (swine flu) has been identified in 
the local high school. Over three dozen students and four teachers 
are sick, and the decision has been made to close the school. 
Hector, who is 15 and an only child, is upset. He had recently made 
the football team, and now the school’s sports activities have been 
canceled. He is angry about not being able to visit his friends. He 
wants to go to the mall or movies and cannot understand why his 
parents are making him stay home. He does not want to spend any 
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time on homework, nor does he want to help around the house. He 
has withdrawn to his room. 

SCENARIO #5: Fourteen-year-old Kayla just learned she did not 
make her school’s cheerleading squad. She is extremely upset, 
crying and feeling embarrassed to return to school. She tells you  
that she is not good at anything and hates everything. She tells you, 
“Nothing will ever be good again.”

SCENARIO #6: Ed and Nancy are four-year-old Emma’s 
grandparents. Their son-in-law has been deployed, Emma’s mother 
has gone back to work, and they take care of Emma several days 
a week. One day after she is dropped off, Emma seems especially 
quiet and sad. As they interact with her, they find out that she had 
seen her daddy by video the previous evening, and she says she 
wants him to come home now. She promises to be good and pick 
up her toys if he will come home.
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 Resilience Builder                What You Could Do or Say

1.  Make connections  
with others 

2.  Help children and  
teens help others 

3.  Maintain a daily routine 

4.  Take a break 

5.  Teach children 
self-care 

6.  Help children and teens  
move toward their goals 

7.  Nurture a positive  
self-view

8.  Keep things in perspective  
and maintain a hopeful  
outlook 

9.  Look for opportunities  
for self-discovery 

10.  Help children accept  
that change is a part  
of living
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Children’s Individual Stress Reactions
As the discussion of age groups has shown, some symptoms of 
stress experienced by children are the same as those experienced 
by adults, while some are different. Children also differ among one 
another in the types of reactions they experience as well as how 
they resolve them. The table in Box 4.3 lists common symptoms of 
stress in children in terms of feelings, thoughts, behaviors, physical 
conditions and spiritual life.
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Feelings

•  Fear, terror •  Anger, rage •  Irritability
•  Helplessness •  Anxious •  Sad
•  Loss of interest •  Guilty •  Changing mood

Thoughts

•  Difficulty concentrating and thinking
•  Difficulty learning new information
•  Self-blame or thinking they are responsible for what happened
•  Intrusive thoughts, memories, flashbacks
•  Worry about safety of themselves/others
•  Preoccupation with death, suicidal ideation (adolescents)
•  Difficulty making decisions

Behaviors

•  Crying and whining
•  Trembling
•  Difficulty getting along with siblings, parents and friends
•  Aggressive or disruptive behavior, temper tantrums
•  Reliving events through play (young children)
•  Avoiding people, places, situations
•   Regressive behaviors (thumb sucking, bed-wetting,  

not wanting to sleep alone)
•  Withdrawal  
•  Refusal to attend school or daycare
•  Clinging to parents and caregivers
•  Becoming argumentative, defiant
•  Asking a lot of questions or telling stories related to the event
•  Using drugs and alcohol or other high-risk behaviors (adolescents)

Physical Conditions

•  Fatigue, difficulty sleeping •  Easily startled
•  Increased activity level, hyperactive •  Agitation 
•  Decreased or increased appetite
•  Physical complaints (e.g., headaches, stomachaches, etc.) 

Spiritual Life

•  Changes in relationship with and/or beliefs about God/higher power
•  Questioning of their beliefs
•  Struggle with sense of fairness
•  Withdrawal from or rejection of spiritual outreach and activities

Segment Four: Helping Children in Times of Stress
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BOX 4.3: RECOGNIZING SYMPTOMS OF STRESS IN CHILDREN
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Psychological First Aid for Children
As described earlier in this handbook, PFA is a set of actions that 
provide immediate support for people in distress (see pages 15-
26). Adults can also help children cope with the stress in their 
lives by providing them with PFA that has been adjusted to their 
developmental level.

Prior to Practicing PFA with Children

The general guidelines on pages 16-19, as well as the specific 
guidelines in Box 3.1 on page 17, also apply to helping children with 
PFA. It is important to pay attention to how you behave physically 
when talking with children, as well as to what you say and how you 
say it. Children are sensitive to the nonverbal behavior of adults.  
If you use impatient body gestures and talk in a rushed manner with 
a tense tone, your words will not have the positive impact you intend. 
Keep in mind the age-related considerations described earlier.  
When you talk with a child, always adjust your PFA actions to that 
child’s ability to understand and make changes in his or her thoughts  
and behaviors.

Other helpful information that applies to practicing PFA with children 
can be found in the 10 tips for building resilience in children and 
teens on page 35. Many PFA steps overlap with ways to help build 
resilience because they share the same goal: a psychologically 
healthy adjustment to life’s challenges. 

Adapting Psychological First Aid Actions for Children

When offering PFA to children, the actions you use are generally the 
same as those described for adults. Here are some additional hints 
on how to apply some of them with children.

1. Observe and be aware.

Children may show their feelings through their behaviors and 
expressions of emotions. If they are young, they may show their 
emotions through play. Children may become more irritable or 
withdrawn when upset. Watching and listening for these signs  
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will help you find opportunities to use PFA. You may see problems 
with getting chores or homework completed, more temper tantrums, 
more tears or even more demands for your attention. Each of these 
can be a way your children are telling you that they are feeling the 
impact of stress. Again, watch for changes in your child’s normal 
patterns of behavior; these may be indicators of high stress in  
your child.

2. Make a connection.

Many adults worry that by directly addressing the issues surrounding 
the crisis or stressful time, they may make children feel worse.  
The opposite is actually the case! Children are often hesitant to 
discuss difficult situations with their parents and caregivers. They 
may wait for the adult to introduce the topic because they are 
unsure how to bring it up. By bringing up the topic, your children will 
know that they can talk to you about it, then or in the future. Make 
sure they have opportunities to talk, draw or play out their feelings. 
When approaching children who are not your own, make sure you 
have a parent’s or caregiver’s approval for such interaction.

3. Assist with basic needs.

Children do not function well when they are hungry, thirsty, tired,  
or feeling unsafe or cooped up. If a child seems out of sorts, it never 
hurts to check and see if there are any basic needs that may need  
to be satisfied. Remember that a child’s basic needs include 
connection with their caregiver and/or having appropriate adult 
supervision.

4. Listen.

When children talk, listen to what they are saying. Listen especially 
for any confusion. Children sometimes form beliefs about what 
is happening that are not correct and could lead to feelings of 
guilt, shame or blame. They may even believe that their actions 
or inactions caused the current situation. If you hear inaccurate 
statements of blame, guilt or shame, gently correct their thoughts 
and give them accurate information at a level they can understand. 
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Do not force them to talk if they do not wish to, but make sure they 
know you are willing to talk with them about it when they are ready. 
Simply letting your children know that you are willing to talk about 
all aspects of the stressful situation is the key to later conversations. 
Check in periodically.  

5. Give realistic reassurance.

Providing children with realistic reassurances is important, but it is 
also important not to frighten them. A child’s primary concern is  
“Will everything be OK?” Provide the answer in a manner that is 
appropriate to age. Let your children know what you and others are 
doing to handle the situation. Talk to them about what you expect to 
happen next and in the near future. Let your children know that you 
are there to listen to their concerns and worries. Although you will 
also have worries and concerns, share these with other adults, not 
with your children. Your worries and fears will be difficult for children 
to manage as they work to manage their own stress. With tweens 
and adolescents, you may be able to share your own worries in an 
age-appropriate manner; however, it is important that you also share 
confidence that you will get through whatever comes. No matter 
what their ages, your children need to see you as someone they 
can turn to for support, without concern that they must support or 
protect you.

6. Encourage positive coping.

Your children have faced challenging situations in their lifetimes. Most, 
such as giving a book report in class, learning to ride a bike, starting 
kindergarten or moving into middle school, are not very serious. Some 
situations, such as the death of a grandparent, moving to a new home 
and school or a divorce, may have been more difficult. Think of ways in 
which the situations were well resolved; in each case, determine how 
your children, with your support and guidance, found ways to cope. 
Remind them of these past successes and how they were able to deal 
with those situations. Encourage them to use similar coping skills for 
the current difficulty. Let them know that you believe that together you 
can face whatever happens.
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7. Help children connect with others. 

An essential component of PFA for children is making sure they are 
connected to others. Clearly, the most important connection is with 
their parents or other primary caregiver. Knowing you are available  
to turn to for support, information, attention, fun and love will do the 
most for your children’s coping. Think of ways to strengthen these 
connections. At home, make sure to set aside time each day to 
check in with your child. This is often easier with younger children 
than for older children, who may be busy with school, friends and 
extracurricular activities. However, your older children need your 
attention, too, even if they act like they do not need it. Consider family 
meals and bedtimes as opportunities to talk. Remember to encourage 
other important social connections as well, such as visits with friends 
and extended family members. Whenever possible, encourage children 
to continue with their usual extracurricular activities in spite of any 
disruptions a stressful event may have caused. 

8. Give accurate and timely information.

Having accurate information helps children feel safer and more in 
control. It will also benefit children to understand what they may 
experience emotionally because of the current stressful situation.  
As mentioned earlier, children have numerous reactions related to 
difficult situations. These include how they think, how they feel and 
how they act. These reactions can be scary for children because 
they do not expect them or understand them. Helping children 
understand that these reactions are common helps them become 
less anxious and worried that something is wrong with them, and 
they can begin to put some words to their feelings and reactions. 
However, remember also to limit exposure to unpleasant information. 
Repeated reminders of the stressful situation can cause additional 
stress. Protect children by limiting their exposure to ongoing 
circumstances, turning off television coverage and saving more  
in-depth conversation on the topic for when children are not present. 
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9. Use referral resources for extra support.

Find out about resources in the community or beyond that can serve 
as extra support for you and your children. Parents need not accept 
that they must manage difficult situations and related stress on their 
own. Seeking and using resources can maximize your abilities as 
you work to help your children during these difficult times. Seeking 
out resources may also result in the bonus of additional social 
connections for you and your children.

10. End the conversation.

As you end the conversation, let your children know they are loved 
and that you will be available if they want to talk about the situation 
again. If you are in a crisis or disaster situation, it is especially 
important that you do not leave children alone. If you must leave 
them, make sure they have another responsible individual they can 
turn to for support and security. As you leave any child, emphasize 
your belief that he or she will be OK.

Listen, Protect, and Connect

As you help your children build their resilience and as you offer PFA, 
keep track of how your children are coping. Noting changes you  
see and how problems resolve over time help you better understand 
your children and how to help them. The booklet Listen, Protect,  
and Connect: Psychological First Aid for Children and Parents 
contains much of the information in this section of the handbook. 
There are spaces to write down your observations and other 
important information about your children in the aftermath of crises  
or disasters. This can be useful should you seek outside help from 
your pediatrician or a mental health professional. 
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Listen, Protect, and Connect can also be useful when you want to 
share information you have learned with friends and family. It can be 
an excellent resource for families during times of crisis, particularly 
when you do not have an extra handbook to share. These can 
be made available at community meetings or provided to families 
through avenues such as faith-based or cultural centers, schools  
or any place where families may seek extra help for children in the 
aftermath of a crisis or disaster. Listen, Protect, and Connect can  
be found at www.ready.gov/sites/default/files/documents/files/
PFA_parents.pdf.5

Children need extra time, patience and attention during stressful 
times. Providing these not only improves their ability to cope with 
stressful situations, but also strengthens your relationship with your 
children. Because you are also stressed, be sure that you have 
resources that you can turn to for support, a listening ear, a shoulder 
and a break! Taking care of yourself is not only important, it is critical. 
Remember, if you do not take care of yourself, you cannot provide 
the best care for your children.

Complex Yet Simple

As you can see, although there are differences in how children of 
various ages cope with stressful situations, what they need from their 
parents is remarkably similar. They need to know they are still cared 
for. They need extra attention and patience from their parents. They 
benefit from finding ways to stay connected, both with their parents 
and with age-appropriate support groups. They need to feel like 
their concerns have been heard. Routine and structure help provide 
an increased sense of security for all. And, most of all, in addition to 
developing skills to handle stress, kids need time to be kids!
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5 Information on this Web site and in the handbook Listen, Protect, and Connect: Psychological First Aid for 
Children and Parents was developed by M. Schreiber and R. Gurwitch. For more information, please visit www.
ready.gov.



64



SEGMENT TWO:

Psychological  
Resilience 

“ The strongest principle of growth  
lies in human choice.”
GeorGe eliot

65

SEGMENT FIVE:

Resources and 
Making Referrals

“Half of knowledge is  
knowing where to find it.”
unknoWn
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While PFA serves as an effective tool for helping others cope, at 
times, other specific forms of assistance are needed to successfully 
meet challenges or difficulties. The types of assistance that 
might help vary. This segment provides suggestions for handling 
three different types of resource referrals: general information 
and resources, mental health referrals and referrals for certain 
emergency situations.

General Information and Resources
Sometimes all that is needed to relieve a person’s distress is 
figuring out how to handle a certain practical matter, such as how 
to find a child-care provider. At times, you may be able to help by 
simply sharing what has worked for you or what you have heard has 
worked for others. On the other hand, there will be times you do not 
know enough about the particular topic to be able to offer useful 
information.

The resource section of this segment offers suggestions for finding 
information regarding a number of specific challenges. For example, 
if you are helping a person who has just experienced a house 
fire or other disaster, the American Red Cross might be able to 
provide information and assistance. If you are not sure whom you 
might contact to find certain resources, your local Department of 
Social Services can provide information about many resources and 
connections in the community. Remember also that your computer 
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browser is your friend. If you are not comfortable with searching 
on the Internet, find someone who is willing to assist you. Perhaps 
you and a person you are trying to help could sit down and search 
the topic on the Internet together—yet another way to make a PFA 
connection!

Mental Health Referrals
On some occasions, you may become concerned about the level  
of distress you observe in others or that they have been unusually 
unhappy for an extremely long time. Perhaps no matter how much 
PFA they receive, they only seem to feel worse rather than better. 
You might notice that they appear physically unwell, such as gaining 
or losing a lot of weight; appear pale or as if they do not take care  
of their hygiene needs; or are becoming accident-prone. These 
circumstances suggest a possible need to consult with a mental 
health professional.

If you are thinking of suggesting that someone seek counseling 
assistance, there are several ways you might approach the task. 
Depending on what you think might work out best for the particular 
relationship or circumstances:

•   Suggest that they contact their health care provider and 
discuss the possibility of consulting with a mental health 
professional.

•   Recommend that they contact their Employee Assistance 
Program to see what kinds of services are available.

•   Give them the contact information for the National Mental 
Health Information Center listed in the resource section of  
this segment, which can provide information about referral 
possibilities.

•   Contact the information center yourself and ask what might  
be the best way to proceed for the particular situation.
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Unfortunately, some stigma remains attached to using mental health 
services. When suggesting that someone may want to discuss a 
problem with a mental health professional, it may be necessary to 
point out that seeking mental health assistance is a sign of strength, 
not a sign of weakness. Without the strength to acknowledge the 
problem is there and the ability to observe and recognize its effects, 
there can be neither growth nor healing. 

Emergency Mental Health Situations
Emergencies happen. While providing PFA, you may become 
concerned that someone could experience immediate harm unless 
they receive the assistance of emergency professionals.

Here are some circumstances where you might become concerned:

•   Thoughts or threats of suicide
•   Very poor self-care, such as hardly eating at all, not taking 

critical medications or driving while severely intoxicated
•   Seeming very confused or not aware of what is happening 

around them
•   Neglecting or abusing a child, disabled or elderly person, or 

other vulnerable person for whom they are responsible
•   Threatening or acting as if they will cause harm to someone

If you are ever concerned about immediate risk of someone 
getting hurt, call 9-1-1 or the appropriate emergency contact 
number for your area. Box 5.1 offers some additional guidance 
regarding how you might handle a situation where you are 
concerned about self-harm.
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National Suicide Prevention Lifeline

1-800-273-TALK

www.suicidepreventionlifeline.org
 

The National Suicide Prevention Lifeline is toll-free within the 
continental United States. It routes callers to certified crisis 
center counselors, who can link them with local emergency 
rooms and other local mental health resources. 

•   If you think the person might harm him- or herself,  
do not leave the person alone.

•   Say, “I’m going to get you some help.”
•   Call the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline,  

1-800-273-TALK. You will be connected to the  
nearest available crisis center. Or . . .

Go to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA)’s website—www.samhsa.gov/
treatment (1-800-662-HELP)—to find mental health and/or 
substance abuse treatment services.

BOX 5.1: WHAT TO DO IF YOU THINK  
A PERSON IS AT RISK FOR SUICIDE
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For Further Information
Following are some resources and contact information that can be 
helpful when addressing challenging situations.

American Academy of Pediatrics 
www.aap.org
The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) is committed to promoting 
good health in infants, children, teens and young adults. Information is 
provided on many topics, including topics such as breast-feeding,  
children and the media, vaccinations and special needs.

American Red Cross
RedCross.org
The American Red Cross provides emergency relief for those who have 
been impacted by disasters. It provides for needs such as food, shelter, 
clothing, cleaning and salvaging supplies, replacement medications and 
mental health support. For those impacted by a particular disaster, it 
also may be able to provide information about other available resources. 
The Safe and Well Web site allows those affected to post their status 
so that friends and loved ones who access it can see that they are OK. 
Classes in health, safety and disaster preparedness are offered on a 
regular basis. In addition to disaster services and training, the American 
Red Cross provides services for those serving in the armed forces and 
their families. These include emergency communication, some types of 
travel assistance and a course for military family members, Coping with 
Deployments: Psychological First Aid for Military Families.

American Psychological Association Help Center
www.apa.org/helpcenter
The American Psychological Association (APA) Help Center provides 
articles and information covering a wide range of topics, such as stress, 
school bullying, chronic illness, family life, disaster and terrorism, and others.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
www.cdc.gov
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) endeavors  
to promote fulfilling lives by promoting healthy living. Information is 
provided on many health-related topics, such as diseases and vaccines, 
environmental health, workplace safety and emergency preparedness.
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Military OneSource
www.militaryonesource.mil
If you are helping someone who is serving in the military, or the family or 
loved ones of someone in the military, Military OneSource can provide a 
wide variety of information and services. Its support ranges from self-help 
groups, to moving assistance, to coping with deployment, to education 
and career opportunities and more. Limited mental health services are 
available to military families for free. It is sponsored by the Department  
of Defense and services are free and confidential. Those who are not 
comfortable with computers or the Internet or have difficulties negotiating 
the Web site can speak directly with a caseworker at 1-800-342-9647.

National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement
www.stchristophershospital.com/pediatric-specialties- 
programs/specialties/690
The National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement (NCSCB) 
serves as a resource for information on how to provide support to 
children after crisis and loss. It also offers training, consultation and 
technical assistance for school systems, professional training programs, 
professional organizations, governmental and non-governmental 
agencies, communities and children’s groups. 

National Mental Health Information Center, Substance 
Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration 
www.samhsa.gov
SAMHSA’s National Mental Health Information Center serves as a 
gateway to many free publications on numerous topics relating to 
weathering challenges of daily living, as well as more serious mental 
health circumstances. Its Web site also provides a mental health services 
locator that shows where community mental health services can be  
found nationwide.

Ready America
www.ready.gov
Ready America provides information for how you and your family can  
be prepared for disaster. It also provides a locator that will help you find 
disaster preparedness information in your local community.
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Social Workers Help Starts Here
www.HelpStartsHere.org
The Social Worker’s Help Starts Here site provides information and 
articles regarding populations ranging from little ones to seniors. Topics 
cover a variety of issues, including suicide, incest, gambling and alcohol 
problems, and abusive relationships, among others. 

Resilience as Perseverance

     “Energy and persistence conquer all things.”
        BenJamin franklin 

At times, finding or accessing the appropriate resource for the 
specific need may become complicated or frustrating. It may 
seem especially so when you are also experiencing the stress of 
the problem you are attempting to address. But as this segment 
describes, there are many resources and many people who are 
ready and waiting to provide their assistance. Feel free to reach 
out to them—they are there specifically to help you and your family, 
friends and neighbors.

Also, as with all challenges, remember that your resilience carries 
you through and helps you persevere: Avoid seeing the problem  
as insurmountable; continue to move toward your goal, even if in  
tiny steps; take decisive actions; keep things in perspective; and 
maintain a hopeful outlook. The strengths you build as you learn  
new ways of coping in today’s world will become the assets that 
accompany you during the next leg of your family’s life journey.
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Local Resources
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The American Red Cross Mission:
The American Red Cross, a humanitarian organization led 
by volunteers and guided by its Congressional Charter and 
the Fundamental Principles of the International Red Cross 
Movement, will provide relief to victims of disaster and help 
people prevent, prepare for and respond to emergencies.

For more information on the American Red Cross and  
the services it provides in your local community, go to 

redcross.org
or call your local Red Cross chapter.
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