
This fact sheet has been developed to provide information to victims of crime. It is not  
intended as a replacement for medical, therapeutic or legal advice. If you have particular  
concerns please contact your general practitioner, counsellor or Victim Support Service. 

Children, Young People & Crime 
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 can be victims of crime, just like adults and they have both physical and 
nal reactions, however they cannot always express these in the way that 
any adults can. 

eactions to crime are signs and symptoms of stress and are natural ways 
for the child or young person to cope after experiencing a crime. 
 
These reactions could last for a few days, weeks, or longer. Each child or 
young person will react differently and experience different reactions over 
time. The type of crime experienced may also impact on the reactions that 
the child or young person displays. 
 
 many similarities in reactions to crime across children’s developmental 

stages. While some reactions are specific to a particular age group, others can be 
experienced by children of all ages. The child or young person may also develop 
their own coping strategies to assist in their recovery. 
 
 

0-2 Years 
  

Babies and toddlers are highly dependent on their caregivers for a sense of safety 
and security. Disruptions to foundational development and bonding with caregivers 
are key signs of how the crime has impacted upon them.   

 An increase in startle-response to loud noises may occur. 
 Sleeping and eating routines may be disrupted. 
 The child may avoid making eye-contact.  
 Unusual levels of anxiety on separation from a caregiver.  
 Increased irritability may make soothing the child much more difficult. 
 The child may appear withdrawn or be less responsive than usual.  

a Recently acquired motor skills and language skills may be lost. It m
also appear that the child’s behavior is regressing.  

2-5 Years 
ildren in this age group may not know what has gone wrong, but are very 
nsitive to things not being right. At this age the child’s language is still 
developing, so it is important to look for other clues in the child’s 
behaviour to understand the impact the crime has had on them.  

 Problems may arise with everyday skills eg sleeping, eating, going to the 
toilet or paying attention. 

 The child may experience mood changes where they may not seem to be able to 
enjoy daily routines or activities like they used to. 

 More aggression may be shown towards caregivers or playmates.  



 The child may experience increased fears, eg become easily startled or jumpy, 
develop new fears, experience nightmares, talk more about frightening events or 
act it out in play or drawings.  

 The child may become more clingy, eg following the caregiver around more 
closely. 

 It may become increasingly hard to reassure the child and he/she may want to 
talk about the crime over and over. 

 More physical upsets may occur eg stomach aches, headaches, etc where no 
cause can be found. 

 Small children are likely to misunderstand the events of the crime and somehow 
think the crime was their fault. 
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Primary School Age 
 

Primary school age children are keen observers and will realise if 
something is wrong, even if no one talks to them about it. They will 
ill in the blanks from their own knowledge, experience and 
aginings.  This age group are particularly affected by the impact 

e has on those around them. 
g and eating routines may be disrupted.  

 Mood or personality changes may be experienced. 
 The child may withdraw and become increasingly self-focused. 
 Changes in the child’s behaviour may occur – previous activities or hobbies 

may hold no interest. 
 The child may constantly think about the event and may try to reenact the 

crime with others.  
 Difficulties with short-term memory and concentration may occur.  
 Inability to self sooth may occur eg the child may become more clingy and less 

able to manage their emotions. 
 Children may misunderstand what happened and somehow think the crime 

was their fault. 

 
Teenagers 

 
Teenagers often have the ability to understand and analyse complex situations and 
as a result experience difficult and strong emotions when trying to cope after crime. 
This age group also have the ability to learn from experience and therefore, how they 
cope with the crime may shape how they cope with future crises. 

 The young person may constantly think about the event, having it continuously 
run through their mind and need to talk about it often. 

 Increased sleep difficulties; mainly problems falling asleep, staying asleep or 
alternatively wanting to sleep more than usual. 

 The young person may become more withdrawn from f
and family and not know who to talk to about the crime. 

 Behavio
household chores, work, etc.  

 The teenager may want to be ‘looked
more comfort and reassurance.  

 A lack of interest in life, school, fr
seen. 

 



 The young person may engage in sudden rebellious behaviours. 
 Increased concerns with what directly matters to them and their own needs, 

rather than the needs of others. 
 The young person’s view on life may have changed, with the world now being 

viewed in a more negative or cynical way. 
 There may be increased feelings of depression and hopelessness following 

the crime. 
 Difficulties may be experienced with short-term memory, concentration and 

problem solving skills.  

 
 

What Can I do? 
 

 Stay calm. Make yourself available to listen to the child / 
young person’s fears, worries and concerns. 
It is important to respect the child / young person’s reactions 
and remind them that these are natural and it is ok. 
 

 Give the child / young person the facts about what happened i
age-appropriate language. It is important to keep the facts 
honest and up front and not to make the topic of the crime 
taboo. Keep in mind that going over gruesome or traumatic 
details is not helpful for the child / young person. 

n 

 
 Help the child / young person find the words for what they are feeling if they 

don’t have them. Name the emotions and be honest about feelings and 
worries and reassure the child that these are ok. 
 

 Take time to talk to the child / young person about how you are feeling, but be 
careful not to burden or overload the child / young person. You may need to 
explain your own reactions (eg angry, crying, etc) and explain and reassure 
them that these are natural reactions and that you are ok. 

 
 Keep reassuring the child / young person that the event is now over and that 

they are safe - this may need to be done over and over again.  
 

 Uphold and actively engage in the child / young person’s regular routine after 
the crime. Keep up communication with schools, sporting clubs etc, so the 
child / young person can access support wherever or whenever needed.  
 

 Be patient and make some allowances in changes to the child / young 
person’s behaviour. 
 

 Be conscious of the child / young person’s exposure to things that may be 
triggers of distress for them. eg being near to where the crime took place or 
images and noises that may remind the child / young person of the crime. 
 

 Make time for fun family activities or outings. Taking time out to re-charge is 
important for both you and the child / young person.  

 
 Be open to accepting further support from services appropriate to children and 

young people. 
 
  

 



 

It may help to seek advice from other services:  
 

 Child & Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAMHS) 
8161 7389 (Northern)  8204 5412 (Southern)  1800 819 809 (country toll-free) 

CAMHS provides a free counselling service to children and young people 0-18 years and 
their families who are experiencing emotional, behavioural or psychiatric problems. 
 

 Child Protection Services (CPS)  
8204 5485 

CPS works with parents & children 0-18 years - specifically with children who are sexually 
abused, and with high-risk infants and their parents. 

 
 Families SA   

8226 7000 
Families SA works to protect children from abuse and harm and support families to reduce 
risk to children. 
 

 Lifeline   
13 11 14 

Lifeline is a generalist and crisis telephone counselling, info and referral service.  
 

 Kids Helpline   
1800 551 800 

Children and young people aged 5-25 can contact Kids Helpline about anything eg. family 
relationships; mental health issues; relationships with peers and/or partners; child abuse; 
bullying; suicide; homelessness or leaving home; grief and loss. 

 
 Parent Helpline   

1300 364 100 
Parent Helpline is available to parents /caregivers, teachers and childcare providers to 
provide support in caring for children from birth to twelve years. 

 
 The Second Story (TSS) 

1300 131 719 
TSS is a free, confidential health service which can provide information about health issues 
including: physical health; mental health; relationships; stress; sexual health ; sexuality & 
identity;  alcohol & other drugs. 

 
 Shopfront   

8281 1775 
Shopfront provides a range of services to help deal with physical, emotional and social health 
problems that affect young people or their families 

 
 your local GP or Community Health Centre 

 
 
Victim Support Service Resource Centre also has books and resources that may be 
helpful. Contact our Librarian for further information on librarian@vicitmsa.org  
 
If you would like further assistance, please contact Victim Support Service on 
(08) 8231 5626 or 1800 182 368 or view our website at www.victimsa.org  
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