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COMMON�REACTIONS�TO�MASS�VIOLENCE�

F�A��U
Mass violence is shocking and can make you fear for your 
safety. If the people at the event or those who were killed 
were doing things that you o�en do, in places you might have 
been, it can contribute to your fear, anxiety, and feelings of 
not being safe. You may believe that feeling afraid is childish, 
but fear and not feeling safe are common reactions a�er mass 
violence. Know that people in the community, including first 
responders, school staff, parents, and other caring adults are 
working to improve your safety and the safety of your community. 
As a teen, you can have an important voice in these efforts, 
too. For example, you can advocate for measures that you 
believe will make you and your community safer, or lend your 
voice to existing groups that have similar goals. 

H�T�G�B��
�N�R��F

A�er mass violence, many teens will experience some of 
these reactions even if they aren’t talking about them:

• Not being able to fall or stay asleep, not ge�ing restful 
sleep, having nightmares

• Having trouble concentrating and paying a�ention at school 
or work, not ge�ing anything done, feeling in a fog or dazed

• Feeling sad, angry, confused, or afraid that the mass 
violence will happen again

• Feeling isolated, or numb, like friends and family don’t 
understand, or feeling distant from them

• Being unable to get rid of thoughts, images, or visions of 
the mass violence event

• Not caring about things that used to ma�er to you
• Experiencing headaches, stomachaches, a racing heart, or 
a change in appetite

• Having sights, sounds, people, places, or other things 
remind you of the violence 

• Feeling jumpy, irritable, or on guard for danger all or 
nearly all of the time

W�A�F�
�L�O�
You are becoming more independent and developing your 
own values and interests. A�er mass violence, you may find 
yourself worrying about your family in new ways, or your 
worries may have intensified. For example, you may suddenly 
be much more aware of the impact of these events on elderly 
relatives or younger siblings and be more protective or 
concerned for their well-being. If you sense that your 
parents or caregivers are very distressed about what 
happened, you might not talk to them about your own 
feelings because you do not want to further upset them. It 
can be very helpful to identify a trusted adult to talk to 
about your thoughts, feelings, and reactions related to the 
mass violence so that you are not alone with your experiences. 

M�E�I�W
Teens face many challenges, like adjusting to middle or high 
school, meeting academic expectations, balancing athletics 
or other activities or job responsibilities, planning for 
college, dealing with peer pressure, or managing problems 
at home or in your personal life. You may think that your 
problems are small compared to mass violence. However, 
going through this experience can magnify the daily issues 
that you were already dealing with, and make them feel 
much worse than before. This may be especially true if you 
experienced a trauma prior to the mass violence, if you had 
depression or anxiety in the past, or if you are currently 
involved in counseling services. 

I�I�I
You may be learning more about yourself and what it means 
to identify with a sexual orientation, gender, religion, ethnicity, 
race, or political affiliation. If the mass violence targeted a 
group that you identify with, this may cause you to have 
especially strong emotions. You may feel a heightened level 
of threat, fear, or lack of safety. This also may in-crease your 
sense of feeling isolated or cut off from your peers, family, or 
wider community. In many cases, communities respond to 
mass violence by coming together to support those involved 
and who died, as well as each other. Hopefully this will 
provide you with a sense of support, acceptance, and safety 
as you explore your identity. 

S��M
It is difficult to understand why a person would intentionally 
hurt and kill others. This can challenge your trust in other 
people, your religious beliefs, or the ways you think about or 
view the world. Searching for meaning in the face of hate is 
extremely challenging. Reading and talking to friends, family 
members, teachers, and faith leaders can help you formulate 
your own ideas about why terrible things happen. 
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WHEN	TO	SEEK	SUPPORT	FROM	A	MENTAL	HEALTH	PROFESSIONAL
A few general guidelines may be useful in deciding when normal reactions to disaster become issues requiring assistance:

Any time someone feels 
unstable or concerned 

about themselves.

When disturbing emotions or 
behaviors last more 

than four to six weeks.

When a person’s emotions or behaviors 
make it difficult to function normally, 

whether at home, work, school or 
out in the community.

TAKING	CARE	OF	YOURSELF
•�L�M��S�M�E﹕�A�er mass violence, media and social media coverage is constant.

You may be tempted to stay glued to your phone, but this can cause even more distress. Try to disconnect from 
the news and social media at least for several hours every day. If watching TV or being on your phone helps you to 
cope, turn on a movie, watch a channel that doesn’t have news alerts, or play a game.

•�P�H�H﹕�This is a good time to establish a daily schedule that includes eating regular, healthy 
meals and snacks, exercising, and trying to get as close to a full night of sleep as possible. Turning off electronics at 
night will help you accomplish this. 

•�H�F﹕�It’s okay to disengage from tragedy. Give yourself permission to have fun. Consider doing something you 
really enjoy every day such as going for a walk, writing/journaling, creating art, listening to music, being with friends, 
spending time with your pets, or engaging in other relaxing activities. 

•�C��O﹕ Spend time with your family, friends, and other people who make you feel more relaxed. 
Don’t cut yourself off from loved ones. Find a way to help others through volunteering, tutoring, or other community 
activities. Finding ways to connect with others o�en leads to feeling be�er. If you are worried about how a peer is 
coping, check in with them, and let a trusted adult know.

•�S�H﹕�If you want to talk to someone, ask your parent or other caring adult, school counselor or nurse, or 
primary care provider for help. Your community may have drop-in centers specifically for this purpose. Most of these 
issues resolve with time, but if they continue, don’t hesitate to seek additional or specialized counseling services.

If you or someone you know lost a loved one, you may experience additional grief reactions. 
Each person grieves differently, and there is no one “correct” way of grieving.


