Engage — Calm — Distract

Common Distress Reactions

This list is not intended to be an exhaustive list of distress reactions among children. Reac-
tions can vary significantly within developmental level. When distressed, children often
regress to behaviors found in earlier developmental stages. The reference cards include the
most common reactions you are likely to experience in working with pediatric patients.
Symptoms of emotional distress can also be indicative of medical distress. Rule out physical
causes first. Many calming and distraction strategies identified on the other side of this
tape can be used while addressing medical issues.

Note: Developmental levels are based upon age. If you don’t know the child’s age, weight
ranges are approximate estimates of developmental level. Use child’s actual age when
known. Developmental level can vary higher or lower than child’s chronological age.
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Birth — 1 Year (Infant)

Common Reactions Birth to 1 Year (Infant)

The range and number of distress reactions increase across the first year of development.
Crying/screaming — can become so intense that the infant turns red and can briefly stop
breathing

Biting — becomes more pronounced as infant begins teething

Sucking

Turning away/avoiding eye contact when handled

Increased startle response

Arching back/leg or arm extension

Clinging — not letting go or clinching fist

Difficulty separating from caregiver

Freezing — conscious but non-reactive to stimuli, staring “off into space”

Hiccupping

Common Reactions 1 — 2 Years (Toddler)

Crying/Screaming

Difficulty separating from caregiver — holding on tightly, reaching out or trying to grab back on
when pulled apart

Hitting

Biting

Pushing away

Throwing objects

Easily startled

Withdrawal — not answering questions, not looking at you, showing no interest in toy or comfort
item presented

Freezing — blank stare, non-responsive
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3 —6 Years (Preschool)

Common Reactions 3 — 6 Years (Preschool)

Crying/screaming

Temper Tantrums

Aggression — hitting, biting, throwing things

Grabbing on/holding on to stationary objects to avoid being moved

Physical symptoms not directly related to current medical issues (c/o stomach ache/headache)
Wetting pants

Difficulty separating from caregiver

Freezing — conscious but non-reactive to stimuli, staring “off into space”

15 -18 kg

I\‘

Common Reactions 7 — 11 Years (School Age)

Difficulty paying attention/easily distracted

Easily startled

Asking about the event/what you are doing/what things are (perseverating on a question)
Physical complaints not directly related to medical condition (c/o stomach ache/headache)
Difficulty with authority/following directions/being redirected

Easily angered/temper tantrums

Sad/crying

Screaming uncontrollably

Withdrawal/refusal to answer questions

Difficulty separating from caregiver

Freezing/unresponsive

|
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12 — 17 Years (Adolescent)

Common Reactions 12 — 17 Years (Adolescent)

Difficulty paying attention/easily distracted

Easily startled

Asking about the event/what you are doing/what things are (perseverating on a question)
Wanting to know how bad it is/what will happen to them

Focused on cell phone/social media/contacting friends

Physical complaints not directly related to medical condition (c/o stomach ache/headache)
Difficulty with authority/following directions/being redirected

Aggressive behavior — verbal and/or physical

Sad/crying

Withdrawal/refusal to answer questions

Freezing/unresponsive

Attempting to act as if nothing is wrong/they are not afraid

37 kg and Above

Parent/Caregiver

Common Reactions Parent/Caregiver

Overly intrusive — wanting to know everything you are doing and why
Difficulty separating from child — hanging on to child/hovering — making it difficult to gather
information from child or provide help for the child

Inability to focus/answer questions

Easily distracted

Giving too much or unrelated information

Worry/concern about what is going to happen

Panic

Crying

Anger/verbal aggression

Withdrawal

Freeze/Unresponsive

Parent/Caregiver

11

13
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