
 
Emotional Reactions 

After a child has experienced sexual assault they 

can experience a range of emotional responses 

which are often ‘out of character’ to the child’s 

usual behaviour.  

Often children can go about their day happily, and 

then suddenly feel angry, or scared for no obvious 

reason to their parents. You can think about 

children’s traumatic memory in pictures as similar 

to a heart beat …../\..../\..../\.... A happy morning 

for your child may look like this (………), but then 

as they are triggered or have a memory, feelings 

such as fear, anger, or sadness can come back (/\). 

But soon again they go back happily to their day 

(…….). Children will cope with these memories in 

different ways, and some will allow emotions to 

pass faster than others.  

As adults we have so many avenues open to us if 

we are experiencing negative emotions (e.g. 

phone a friend and talk, have a glass of wine, go 

for a run). Children however do not have these 

options and young children do not have the 

language to express what they are feeling. 

 

Anger 

Anger is one of the most common reactions found 

in children who have experienced sexual assault. 

Anger can arise for a range of reasons. These 

should be discussed with your counsellor.  It is 

important to let your child experience anger and 

to also let them know that it is ok to be angry. 

Anger may be expressed via: 

 Drawing pictures of their angry feelings 

 Drawing angry faces and having them explain 

how this makes them feel 

 Punching a pillow. 

Anger does need limits, most importantly: 

 It is never ok to hurt themselves 

 It is never ok to hurt someone else, and 

 It’s not ok to damage property 

Sometimes anger is easier to express than other 

emotions. Anger can be a ‘mask’ for feelings of 

fear and anxiety.  

 

Fear & Anxiety 

Following a traumatic event, including child sexual 

assault, a child’s view of the world has been 

challenged. They may not know who to trust, who 

is safe, or what an appropriate relationship is 

supposed to be. Children often experience anxiety 

because their ‘stress response system’ in their 

body has been triggered. This leads to being more 

aware of their surroundings, over-reacting to loud 

noises or difficulty relaxing. Anxiety often affects 

sleep, relationships, and eating habits.  

Some ways you can assist your child to manage 

fear and anxiety include: 

 Regular relaxation (deep breathing, down 

time away from technology & time in nature) 

 Schedule exercise & fun time 

 Talk to your child about their fears and ideas 

they might have to reduce them 

 Help your child to ‘stop & smell the roses’ by 

noticing their surroundings 

 Involve your child in activities around the 

house to help them feel that they are in 

control of their surroundings. This may 

include baking or feeding pets.  

 

Maintaining Boundaries & Rules 

By reading this tip sheet and contacting 

Bravehearts you have taken the first step in 

managing your child’s emotions and helping them 

recover from the very difficult time they have 

been through.  

You can incorporate some of the above ideas to 

manage your child’s emotions, but it is also 

important to continue your parent role and 

persist with boundaries and rules. Providing a 

consistent environment for your child will be as 

beneficial as specific strategies for emotions.  It 

will also help children to feel secure when their 

world is predictable. 

 



Artwork & Feelings 

Helping your child to become in touch with their 

feelings is very important after a traumatic 

experience. A very gentle way for a child to 

communicate their feelings is through art. Invite 

them to draw a picture of how they are feeling 

when they suddenly become angry or scared or 

anxious. Be careful not to interpret what they 

have drawn, but instead ask questions such as 

“Can you tell me what is happening in your 

picture?” “You have used the colour yellow a lot, 

what does that colour mean in your picture? 

What does that colour feel like in your body?”. 

Thank them for sharing this with you. Draw a 

picture of your feelings and share this with them. 

When you and your child are out walking, find 

objects together with different textures and talk 

about how they feel – are they soft, hard, sharp? 

Share with your child where in your body you feel 

these sensations and invite them to do the same. 

 


