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Dear T.R.
Thank you for asking this 

very relevant and timely 
question.

Adults as well as children are over-
whelmed with emotions when they hear 
about a terrorist attack. When they become 
more frequent, the feeling of uncertainty 
and loss of control can create much anxiety. 
There are certain guidelines to keep in mind 
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Dear OU Parenting,
Following the recent string of 

terrorist attacks, my son, 11, has 
become very anxious. I, of course, 
have also been affected by all the loss 
and trauma. I’m not sure how much 
or how little to share with him in gen-
eral and specifically regarding my 
own emotional experience.  For exam-
ple, should I try not to cry and be sad 
around him? T.R. 

when responding to children under these 
circumstances.

Firstly, it’s important to give children a safe 
space to speak, meaning a space to express 
them selves in the way that is natural for 
them. Some children don’t have much of a 
reaction and others will cry, show anger and 
frustration. They may say things that you 
don’t agree with or challenge you. Giving 
them the space to do this is crucial.

Next, when they ask questions, try to give 
them accurate information, answering only 
the questions they ask. Stay focused. It’s not 
necessary to elaborate or get sidetracked by 
politics or other similar situations. Explana-
tions should be given in an age appropriate 
manner. Just like your rules are age appro-
priate your discussions should be as well. 
Having more detailed, graphic conversations 
is more appropriate with an 18 than a 10 year 
old. 

It’s important to keep an eye out for both 
emotional and physical signs of distress. 
If your child looks sad, has crying spells, 
becomes fearful or angry or is experienc-
ing changes in sleeping and eating patterns, 
he may need extra help processing the cur-
rent state of events. Be aware of behavioral 
changes.

Regarding your own emotional state, it’s 
important to model emotions in front of your 
children. Seeing you express your feelings 
will allow your child to do the same. That 
being said, there is also a limit. You do not 
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As I write this article, postwar with Iran, 
I’m still trying to find the balance between 
imminent threat and normal life. These days 
don’t give us much time to process. We’re 
living in extremes and are expected to simply 
switch from high alert to normal, overnight. 
Obviously, our brains and bodies are not built 
that way. We’re not wired to just “snap” out 
of things or turn off our sympathetic nervous 
system.

In order to help our children process 
during uncertain times, it’s important to allow 
space for their emotions and confusion to 
come out. Although most people seem to go 
right back to normal life, there can be lin-
gering stress and tension below the surface. 
Adults generally cope by finding things that 
give them comfort and calm. While this is 
also true for children, they really seek 
“connection”.

Children crave connection, especially with 
their parents. It gives them context to their 
experience and validates their emotions. 
When children have outbursts or fits of 
anger, seemingly “out of the blue”, the best 
thing to do is to be there with them. Being 
present with them, shows that we are not 
afraid of their big emotions such as pain, 
sadness, fear and anger. We are there to 
anchor them during their feelings of being 
overwhelmed. We don’t have to run to solve 

their frustrations, give solutions, or words of 
comfort. The parent should allow for those 
tough feelings to land. It can be helpful to 
make eye contact, nod, lean in and really 
listen. You can say something like “I’m happy 
you’re sharing with me”, “I hear you” or 
“would you like to tell me more?”. Make sure 
to remove distractions such as cell phones. 
This sends the message that your child is 
worthy and what he has to say is important. 
When he finishes letting out all of his emo-
tions and calms down, you can offer words 
of comfort or validation. When a child knows 
that his parent can sit with him in his pit of 
despair and confusion, it provides him with 
comfort. 

“Doing nothing” is a powerful tool that is 
highly underrated. When you decide to sit 
quietly with your child, you are mastering 
emotional regulation, providing support and 
becoming a role model. During these very 
charged times “giving space for the chaos” 
actually allows for connection and resilience. 
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