
Working with Families Impacted by Trauma 
 

When someone experiences trauma of any kind, family members and other 
loved ones can have a wide range of emotions.  The reactions will depend 
on several factors:  

• What the trauma was;  
• When and how the family member discovers the traumatic event;  
• Their relationship with the offender of the trauma;  
• Their personal history; and  
• Their relationship with the victim.    

A reaction to discovering your loved one has been bullied may be different 
than a reaction upon discovering your loved one has been sexually 
assaulted.     

Many times, the family member and/or loved one may need a variety of 
support in handling their own reaction and in supporting their loved one.  
Family members may experience guilt, anger, frustration, rage, depression, 
and a host of other emotions.  It is helpful to offer the family member a 
referral for counseling at a victim service or community organization.  I 
have often told family members, “The best thing you can do for your son or 
daughter is to take care of your own emotional needs.”  When the family 
member has a strong reaction and does not receive support, their loved 
one who experienced the trauma may try to protect their family member 
from further harm.  In order for the victim to feel supported by their family 
member, the family member must be able to appear strong enough to 
provide support and navigate through any systems necessary for the victim 
to have what they need to heal.   

The response to family members who share their loved one’s trauma 
experience is similar to the response we recommend to the actual victim.   

“I am so sorry this happened.” 
“You are not alone.” 
“It is not your fault.” 



Here are some additional tips from the Illinois Imagines Parent and 
Guardian Toolkit to inform and reassure the parent/guardian: 

• The parent/guardian needs to believe their child and report the abuse 
to caregivers and others who can investigate what happened. 

• Emphasize that the child is not to blame for the abuse.  Reassure the 
parent/guardian that they are also not to blame.  Remind the 
parent/guardian that the abuser is the only person responsible for the 
trauma.  

• Explain to the parent/guardian that anger, depression, sexualized 
behavior, and/or shame are normal reactions to abuse and trauma.  
Talk with them about how to cope with their child’s traumatization. 

• Encourage the parent/guardian to keep a journal.  Explain that this 
may help them verbalize their thoughts and feelings. 

• Strategize with the parent/guardian regarding how they can care for 
themselves.  Remind them that their child needs them more than 
ever. They may feel angry or upset that their child did not tell them 
sooner or embarrassed that this happened to someone in their family.  
Tell them that these are normal feelings and that they may wish to 
share them with a counselor.  Remind them that is important to find 
support in order to support their child. 

It is helpful to work with families to recognize ways in which they can 
support their loved one who experiences trauma.  A family member can 
encourage their loved one to report trauma experiences to them by paying 
attention to changes in their loved ones behavior and by being open and 
caring.  From the tool kit:  “If you observe a change in your loved one, you 
might show your concern by saying, “I have noticed that (describe change).  
I wonder what has happened.”   The question to ask is, “What has 
happened to you?” rather than “What is wrong with you?”  Be prepared to 
believe whatever your loved one tells says.   

Immediate Response: 

• Take a deep breath 
• Be quiet and let them tell the story 

https://icasa.org/docs/illinois%20imagines/soft%20cover%20guide%20for%20parents%20and%20guardians%20module%204.2.pdf
https://icasa.org/docs/illinois%20imagines/soft%20cover%20guide%20for%20parents%20and%20guardians%20module%204.2.pdf


• Keep breathing 
• Stay as calm as possible 
• Believe what they tell you 
• Do not blame, judge or punish 
• Do not ask ‘why’ questions 
• Do not the person to ignore someone who ahs hurt their feelings 

Say: 

• I believe you 
• I am sorry this happened to you 
• This was not your fault 
• You are not alone 
• You are brave to tell 
• Thank you for trusting me with this 
• How can I help?  What do you need right now? 

Ongoing Support: 

• Do not push your loved one to talk about the experience 
• Restore your loved one’s sense of control.  Allow her to help decide 

what to do.  Provide assurance that you are there to help. 
• Be honest with your loved one.  Share what you know.  Trust is more 

important than ever this time. 
• Seek external support for your loved one, with their input.  For 

example, counseling or peer group support. 
• Give your loved one safety information and avoid causing more fear 

of people.   
• Maintain routines and return to your family’s usual activities as soon 

as possible.  Don’t become too protective.  You want to calm any 
sense of emergency and not escalate the fear and anxiety.   

On some occasions, a family member may be an obstacle to the victim 
receiving the support and/or services they want and need; however, in 
Illinois, adults with guardians can receive up to 12 counseling sessions 
without guardian consent. (405 ILCS 5/2-101.1.)  

https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/fulltext.asp?DocName=040500050K2-101.1
https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/ilcs/fulltext.asp?DocName=040500050K2-101.1

