Posttraumatic Play In Children: The Hidden
Key to Healing and Resilience

In today’s fast-paced and often chaotic world, children face numerous challenges
and can experience traumatic events that disrupt their overall well-being. These
events can include natural disasters, accidents, violence, or the loss of a loved
one. While we often focus on providing children with therapy and support to heal
from these traumatic experiences, an often-overlooked aspect of their recovery is

posttraumatic play.

Understanding Posttraumatic Play

Posttraumatic play is a specialized form of play therapy that children engage in
after experiencing a traumatic event. It is through play that children express their
emotions, make sense of their experiences, and find healing. Unlike traditional
play, posttraumatic play often involves reenacting the traumatic event itself or

exploring related themes.

For example, a child who witnessed a car accident may repeatedly play scenes
involving toy cars and emergency services, exploring various scenarios and
processing their emotions. This type of play provides children with a safe outlet to
express and work through their traumatic experiences, gradually helping them

regain a sense of control and resilience.
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The Benefits of Posttraumatic Play

Posttraumatic play serves as a vital tool in a child’s recovery process. Here are

some significant benefits:

1. Emotional expression and processing:

Children often struggle to put their emotions into words, especially following a
traumatic event. Through play, they can externalize their feelings, allowing them
to gain a better understanding of what they went through and how it affected
them. By reenacting and manipulating different elements of the trauma in a safe
environment, children can begin to make sense of their experiences and develop

effective coping mechanisms.

2. Creating a sense of control:

When traumatic events occur, children may feel powerless and overwhelmed.
Posttraumatic play provides them with a platform to regain a sense of control over
their lives. By manipulating the play environment and acting out various scenarios
related to the trauma, children can explore different outcomes and develop a

sense of mastery over their fears and anxieties.
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3. Promoting resilience:

Resilience is a crucial factor in a child's ability to recover from trauma.
Posttraumatic play helps foster resilience by allowing children to face and
process their fears in a controlled and manageable way. By gradually exposing
themselves to the traumatic event through play, children can develop the skills

necessary to overcome adversity and thrive.

Implementing Posttraumatic Play

When working with a child who has experienced trauma, caregivers and
professionals should consider incorporating posttraumatic play into their

therapeutic approach. Here are some key guidelines:

1. Creating a safe and supportive environment:

It is essential to establish a nurturing and non-judgmental space for the child to
engage in posttraumatic play. This environment should be free from distractions

and allow the child to feel comfortable expressing their emotions.

2. Providing appropriate play materials:

Ensure that the child has access to a range of toys and materials that allow them
to effectively express their experiences and feelings. This may include dolls, cars,

art supplies, or miniature playsets that resemble elements of the traumatic event.

3. Encouraging open dialogue:

While posttraumatic play is primarily a non-verbal form of therapy, it is essential to
encourage the child to talk about their play experiences if they feel comfortable
doing so. This provides an opportunity to further validate their feelings and offer

additional support.



Posttraumatic play is a powerful tool in aiding children's recovery from traumatic
events. By creating a safe space for children to play out their experiences,
express their feelings, and regain a sense of control, we allow them to heal and

develop the resilience necessary for future challenges.

Recognizing the significance of posttraumatic play and incorporating it into
therapeutic approaches can make a significant difference in a child's recovery
journey. By providing the tools and support they need, we can help children thrive

and overcome even the most challenging of circumstances.
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From leading expert Eliana Gil, this book provides child clinicians with essential
knowledge and tools for evaluating and working with posttraumatic play. Such
play, which is often repetitive and disturbing, may help resolve traumatic
experiences--but can also become toxic. The book guides the clinician to
determine what is going on with a given child and intervene sensitively and
effectively. Evocative case material is interwoven with up-to-date information on
the developmental impact of trauma and ways to facilitate children's natural

reparative capacities. A reproducible assessment checklist to help clinicians
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differentiate between useful and dangerous posttraumatic play can be

downloaded and printed in a convenient 8 1/2" x 11" size.
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