GUIDANCE MANUAL
TO PARENTS & PRIMARY
CAREGIVERS IN TIMES OF WAR

www.inara.org

What parents can do
to help their children
during war time
Traumatic events cause children to feel
helpless and scared in a way that is far beyond
their mental and emotional processing.
These events can bring on symptoms of
emotional and psychological trauma, and all
of these events can haunt children well into
their adult lives.

Signs and symptoms of traumatic
stress in children and teens
1

Infants under age 2:

2 Children age 2 to 5:

• Fuss more or be harder to soothe.

• Show signs of fear.

• Exhibit changes in sleep or eating patterns.

• Clingy/difficulty separating from parent.

• Appear withdrawn.

• Cry, scream, or whine.
• Move aimlessly or freeze up.
• Regress to earlier childhood behaviors,
such as thumb sucking or bedwetting.

3

Children age 6 to 11:
• Lose interest in friends, family, or activities they used to enjoy.
• Experience nightmares, trouble falling asleep, broken sleep, or other sleep problems.
• Become moody, disruptive, or angry.
• Become distracted or have trouble focusing.
• Struggle with school and homework.
• Complain of physical problems such as headaches or stomach aches.
• Become fearful for unclear reasons.
• Feel depressed, emotionally numb, or guilty over what happened.

4 Children age 12 to 17:

• Have flashbacks of the event, suffer from nightmares or other sleep problems.
• Complain of physical symptoms such as shortness of breath, headaches or stomach aches.
• Avoid reminders of the event.
• Abuse alcohol, drugs, or nicotine products.
• Show disruptive, disrespectful, or aggressive.
• Feel isolated, guilty, or depressed.
• Lose interest in hobbies and interests.
• Have suicidal thoughts.
• Experience sleeping problems.

How to deal with your
children during war time!?

1

Talk about the traumatic event
• Share information about what happened. It’s better for children to learn
about the event from trusted adults than from external sources.

• Explain to your child what is happening around them in a language that is

appropriate to their age. There is no need to get into the frightening and tough details.
Be clear and simple. Share with them information that is appropriate to their level of
understanding.

• Avoid or limit exposure to news coverage. This is particularly important for
toddlers and school-age children.
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Provide an open space for children
to express their feelings and thoughts
• Listen to your child. Offer them the space to share their concerns, worries, and feelings
toward the event.

• Let your child know that you are there for them and that you are willing to support
them in any way possible.

• Acknowledge what your child is feeling. If a child shares a concern, do not respond,

“don’t worry” because he/she may feel embarrassed. Simply validate their feelings by
saying: “yes, I can see that you are worried”.

• Normalize their experiences and their emotions.

• Give space for the family to talk about their feelings and emotions. This will give

children the chance to express themselves freely. It will prevent them from isolating
themselves, allow members to understand each other, feel supported and safe.

• Let your child know that people react differently to stress and what they are feeling is valid.
• Listen well and avoid lecturing. It is important
to understand how the child is feeling and
what might be confusing or troubling to
him or her. This would let the child know
that it is OK to tell you how
they are feeling any time.
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Be careful of your own response to the trauma
How you express yourself and show your emotions to your child is very important.
Much of your behavior and feelings are reflected and modelled by them.
This will affect how children might cope and recover.

• Act calm as children seek reassurance from adults. Avoid discussing your fear,

anxiety, anger, or distress with other adults in front of children or if they can hear you.

• It’s OK to share your feelings with children in a calm manner such as saying “I was
scared too”. This teaches children that it is normal to experience such feelings.

This will also open the space for them to share and feel that it is okay if they did.

• Be understanding to how they react to the trauma. Some children might show
aggressive behavior or bedwetting.

• Your child will look up to you with how you respond to stress, if you are having

problems and difficulty maintaining your reactions, do seek support. If you don’t, this
will make your child feel distressed and worried.

• Let them know that people react to stress differently, each experience is unique.

• Let your children have some sense of control. Let them make their own decision,
no matter how minor it is (ex: choosing to wear shorts instead of pants).

This will help them gain a sense of control instead of feeling helpless and weak.

• Create a balance between being overprotective and letting them know that the
world is a safe place. (We are aware that this is hard to manage,
however it is important to tell the child that this is temporary
and will not last forever).

4 During war time
• Try as much as possible to stay calm and reassure your child.
• It is okay to tell your child that you don’t know and that

you might be unsure of things. This is very understandable in a time of war.

• Don’t worry about knowing exactly the right thing to say- in the end,
there is no answer that will make everything okay.

• Explain to them what is happening in a simple and clear way.
Let them know of the things that you are sure of.

• Don’t provide them with false news or information.
They need to trust you to feel safe.

5 Family Routines after war time
• Make sure you follow your regular routine during the day as much as possible.
Allowing them to predict what will happen next is reassuring for them.

• If not able to follow old routines, try to establish new ones.
• Try to have regular mealtimes and bedtimes.

• Don’t introduce any sudden changes that your child might not be
ready for. Give more time for that.

• Don’t push your child to get back on track directly.

Give them time to go back to school and engage in
their regular activities.

• Give them their regular family role and responsibilities
that they were in charge of before. Don’t give them

responsibilities (going out to the supermarket, going

out with friends…) that might be hard on them during
these times.

6 Strategies for helping your child recover
• Quality time: Allow your child to play and spend time with you, maybe through family
time and games they used to enjoy before.

• Make fun and enjoyable activities with them that involve all family members.
Laughter helps people recover better.

• Encourage kids to do activities and play with others. This is good for them and gives
them a sense of normalcy.

• Make your child get the physical rest that they need through sleep and relaxation.
• Let them take part in any kind of physical activity. It will help them relieve stress
and anxiety.

• Don’t push them to eat their regular meals. Their appetite might be impacted from
the war. Offer them small healthy snacks instead of large meals.

• Limit their screen time and time spent on social, especially if it contains frightening
and distressing content that will trigger their worry and anxiety.
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