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What is Caregiver Traumatic Stress? 
A caregiver is anyone who takes care of a child. It can be a parent, grandparent, aunt, 
uncle, other relative, or foster parent. Caregiver traumatic stress can happen when 
something very scar 
y happens to their child. Caregivers react to stress in many ways. 
Traumatic stress symptoms may make it harder to care for a child. It may cause problems in 
daily life. Lots of stress can also make caregiver health problems worse. 

What causes it? 
Caregivers can have traumatic stress if they see their child 
go through a scary or life-threatening event, such as an 
accident, violence, or illness. Caregivers also can have 
stress if they hear that one of these events happened to 
their child. Traumatic stress is something that can happen 
to anyone. 

 

 
What are the symptoms? 
It is normal for caregivers to have lots of feelings after children have trauma. It can be very 
stressful to think about what their child is going through. Some fears and feelings of distress 
stay for a long time. They can include: 

• Feeling sad or depressed, anxious or crabby. 
• Always thinking about what happened, even if you do not want to. 
• Crying for a long time when thinking or talking about what happened. 
• Not wanting to talk to family members or friends. 
• Having a hard time paying attention or “spacing out”. 
• Having a hard time taking care of yourself. 
• No longer wanting to do work or home activities. 
• Having a hard time sleeping or sleeping more than usual. 
• Getting stomachaches, headaches, or other body pain. 

As the weeks pass, the feelings of sadness, anxiety, or crabbiness get worse. 
 

 
Can I talk with my child about what happened? 
Talking can help children cope. It helps children feel supported 
when they know someone is there to listen. When they begin 
to talk, let them know it is okay to have lots of thoughts and 
feelings about what happened. Stay positive with your child 
and focus on the support people in their lives who can help 
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them get through this difficult time. 
Here are some ways to help cope with a traumatic event 
involving a child. 

Health Lifestyle Social 
Eat healthy meals at 
regular times in the day. 

Follow a daily schedule as 
soon as possible. 

Talk with trusted friends and 
family about your thoughts and 
feelings. 

Get at least 7 hours of 
sleep each night. 

Relax. Try things such as 
art, music, reading, or 
meditation. 

Schedule time with others. Go 
out to lunch, for a walk, or just sit 
and talk. 

Exercise each day. Talk often with doctors or 
nurses to make sure your 
questions are answered. 

Talk with those in your faith 
group, or in other social groups to 
which you belong. 

Avoid more alcohol use 
or smoking. 

Keep a journal. Write your 
thoughts and feelings. 

Do fun things with friends. 

Go to the doctor if you 
have a medical 
problem. Also, take 
medicines given to you 
by your doctor. 

Getting back to work can 
help. However, do not 
take on new projects at 
home or work. 

You do not have to talk with 
everyone, even if they send 
good wishes. Ask 1 or 2 people 
to send out information about 
your child to others who should 
have it. 

 
What should I do if I notice traumatic stress symptoms? 
It is important to get help if you have any of these symptoms. You may want to start by 
talking with your doctor. A mental health therapist can also be helpful if you have traumatic 
stress. An Employee Assistance Program (EAP) at work can help find a therapist for you. A 
social worker, clergy, or pastor can also be helpful. Getting help soon may stop long lasting 
problems with work, friends, or family life. 

 
Is this different than Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD)? 
Some caregivers with traumatic stress may go on to develop PTSD. PTSD occurs when the 
symptoms last more than one month. The caregiver re-lives the event in their mind with 
intense fear. Caregivers may have problems with memory. Or, they may be very upset and 
anxious. A mental health therapist is needed to treat PTSD. 
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ALERT: Call your primary care provider, nurse, or clinic if you have any questions or concerns 
or if you: 

• Have behavior problems or symptoms listed above. 
• Have special health care needs that were not covered by this information. 

Local Mental Health Referral Agencies 
 
Centerstone  
Multiple locations throughout Middle Tennessee  
(888) 291-4357 
https://centerstone.org/  
 
Mental Health Cooperative (Co-op) 
Multiple locations throughout Middle Tennessee 
(615) 743-1555 
https://www.mhc-tn.org/ 
 
Youth Villages  
Multiple locations throughout middle Tennessee  
(615) 250-7252 
www.youthvillages.org          

 

If you ever have concerns about safety, call 911 
 
 
This sheet was created to help you care for your child or family member. It does not take the place of medical 
care. Talk with your healthcare provider for diagnosis, treatment and follow-up. 

https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fcenterstone.org%2F&data=05%7C02%7Camber.greeno%40vumc.org%7C57c7d52be135472eeb0a08dc6f6e8089%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C638507767594897623%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=ouB2k%2FFPWjqWEotg2c4Qv7KiRTwzD70XxjVZAezBZsU%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.mhc-tn.org%2F&data=05%7C02%7Camber.greeno%40vumc.org%7C57c7d52be135472eeb0a08dc6f6e8089%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C638507767594912728%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=QBHrFslV7Ia4ltb86TIpJ8d6%2BWyKixlJyi5YBClJxVU%3D&reserved=0
https://nam12.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.youthvillages.org%2F&data=05%7C02%7Camber.greeno%40vumc.org%7C57c7d52be135472eeb0a08dc6f6e8089%7Cef57503014244ed8b83c12c533d879ab%7C0%7C0%7C638507767594924650%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=BW0VJqIqLM5hN3jvnf7JJD%2BBfbCSGzY5MPgqR3TEe2c%3D&reserved=0
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