
Empathy

Touch

The term “emotional containment” means providing an invisible net around the child and
their feelings – so the child isn’t too overwhelmed by their emotional experience. This is
something that people do without even realising it, from birth onwards. 

Empathy is the capacity to imagine what someone else’s
feelings might be and how it might feel to have those
feelings yourself. Empathy means really putting yourself
‘in their shoes’. By taking an empathetic stance towards
children who need support, you are showing the child that
they have their own thoughts, feelings and experiences
that another person can understand, which means that
these perhaps overwhelming emotional experiences can
be made sense of. This might make the child feel less
isolated and alone. 

Touch is one of the earliest ways to connect with a child and make them feel less
overwhelmed. Not all children will want or need a big cuddle, some may need a shoulder
squeeze, help putting on their coats that allows for a short hug, some might want to hold
hands. The unique sensory needs of each child will be clearer to those who know them best. 

Voice
The tone of your voice and rhythm of it has a big impact on how a child can feel. With children
who need help with managing their emotions, using a calm and even tone can help give them
a sense of being supported with no sudden shocks or surprises that will further dysregulate
them. 

Co-regulation
Children who are in states of fear can be helped to have their physiological systems calmed
down by being close to an adult who is in a calm state themselves. Encouraging the child to
be alongside the adult as they do a simple activity the child can join in with can help reduce a
child’s states of high arousal caused by fear and distress. 



Mirroring

Consistency

When a child is distressed, it can be very difficult
for the adults around them to see. What is helpful
for the child is not to be told that nothing is the
matter, but for the adult to mirror back to the child
what they think the child might be feeling. This
gives the child an experience of an adult
recognising what they are feeling, which can make
them be able to tolerate that feeling a little more.
This is a form of validation. 

Keeping the routine the child is used to going is an important aspect in supporting a
distressed child. A consistent, safe and predictable environment is a significant source of
comfort and help.


