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Create safety: Predictable routines, clear boundaries, safe spaces
Stay connected:  Calm, consistent relationships

Listen and validate:  Acknowledge feelings - “I can see this is hard for you”
Co-regulate:  Help them calm before trying to solve problems

Be patient: Change takes time - small steps matter

 WHAT HELPS

CHILDREN’S TRAUMA RESPONSES WHEEL
www.SocialWorkersToolbox.com

When children feel unsafe, their brain focuses on survival.
 These are automatic responses - not choices.

Every behaviour is communication.

Aggression or
anger

Yelling, arguing, blaming
Defiance, refusing to follow

instructions
Hitting, kicking, throwing

Saying hurtful
things

Scared
Threatened

Overwhelmed
Helpless

Need to protect
themselves

When I feel
unsafe or

overwhelmed, 
I may fight.

When I feel
unsafe or

overwhelmed, 
I may try to

escape.

When things feel
too much, I may

shut down.

When I feel
unsafe, I may

try to keep
others happy.

These are
normal
survival

responses.

Rushing or
hurrying

Always busy,
cannot sit still

Difficulty concentrating

Avoiding 
tasks or people

Leaving situations

Zoning out or
staring

Not responding
Very quiet or withdrawn

Moving slowly

May look ‘lazy’

People-pleasing
Overly helpful

Apologising a lot

Difficulty
saying no

Putting others first

Hiding feelings

Anxious
Overwhelmed

Not in control
Strong need to

escape

Panic or dread

Anxious
Needing approval

Like they have to
earn love or care

Not good
enough

Worried about
upsetting others

Numb

Helpless
Overwhelmed

Like there is no
way out

Ashamed

https://www.socialworkerstoolbox.com/
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