





After a loved one dies—

How children grieve and how parents
and other adults can support them.
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When children
get support
from parents
and other
adults around
them, it helps
the entire
family cope.

Helping children, helping the family.

The death of aloved oneis difcult for
everyone. Children feel the loss strongly.
Parents are coping with their own grief.
Ifa parent dies, the surviving parent
faces the new responsibility of caring

for the children alone. Grandparents,
aunts, uncles, and family friends are
afected, too.

Because children and teens understand
death diferently from adults, their
reactions may be diferent. Some of the
things they say or do may seem puzzling.

This guide reviews how children grieve
and how parents and other caring
adults can help them understand death
better. It ofers suggestions for helping
children cope. These suggestions are
not meant to rush children through their
griefor turn them into adults before
their time. Rather, they will give them
an understanding they can use now,

as children, to grieve in a healthy and
meaningful way.

When children get support from parents
and other adults around them, it helps
the entire family cope. There is less
confusion, and more understanding of
one another. The family sees that it can
stay close even though the feelings of
grief might be very strong.

How to use this guide.

This guide covers alot of information.
Some of it will apply to your situation,
and some of it may not. You can read just
the sections that seem mostimportant
to youright now. As things change or
new situations come up, you may want
toread the other sections.

Note: In this guide, “children” refers
to children of all ages, including teens,
except when talking about a specifc age.

Why a parent’s role is important.

Your children are experiencing
powerful and difFcult feelings. They
want guidance about what these
feelings mean and how to cope. More
than anyone else in their lives, they look
to you for that guidance.

Your children are concerned for you, too.
They wonder how you are coping. They
may also worry about your health and
survival. Your support and reassurance
are most important for them, and can
have more impact than anyone else’s.

When a parent is grieving.

Talking with your children about a
death is especially diFcult when you’re
dealing with your own grief. Children
often ask the same questions adults ask
themselves at such times: How could
something this unfair happen? How can |
go onif I will never get to see this person
again? Who wants to live in aworld

where this can occur? What'’s going
to become of our family now that this
personis gone?

Especially in these difcult moments,
your love and support are very
important to your children. They learn
how to deal with their grief by watching
what you do to cope. However, if

the task of explaining death feels
overwhelming to you right now, you
may want to have someone else assist
you with the discussion. Think about
giving that person this guide to read.

You can still have these conversations
with your children when you are ready.
They will need to discuss this more than
once, and it will matter to them because
itcomes fromyou.

Helping children understand death.

Children see and hear many of the
same things adults do. However, their
understanding of what these things
mean may be quite diferent. Thisis
true with death. Adults can help children
understand death accurately. This
involves more than simply giving them
the facts. It means helping them grasp
some important new concepts.
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More than
anyone else in
their lives, they
look to you

for guidance.



In cartoons, television shows, and movies, children see
characters “die” and then come back to life. In real life, this
is not going to happen.

Children who don’t fully understand this concept may view
death as akind of temporary separation. They often think

of people who have died as being far away, perhaps on a trip.
Sometimes adults reinforce this belief by talking about the
personwho died as having “gone on along journey.” Children
may feel angry when their loved one doesn’t call or return for
important occasions.

If children don’t think of the death as permanent, they have
little reason to begin to mourn. Mourning is a painful process
that requires people to adjust their ties to the person who has
died. An essential frst step in this process is understanding
and, at some level, accepting that the loss is permanent.



Talking with your
children provides
a chance for them
to show you

their feelings.

Sometimes, childrendon’treact to
news of a death the way their parents
and other adults expect them to. There




Children may use
play or creative
activities such as
drawing or
writing to express
their grief.

Children may express their feelings
inways other than talking. Children
may use play or creative activities such
as drawing or writing to express their
grief. Often, they come to a better
understanding of grief through play and
creativity. These expressions can give
you some important clues about what
children are thinking, but be careful not
to jump to conclusions. For example,
very happy drawings after a traumatic
death might give adults the ideathata
childis not aFected by the death when,
infact, thisis more likely a sign that the
childis not yet ready to deal with the
grieving process.

What todo.

OTFeryour children opportunities to
play, write, draw, paint, dance, make up
songs, or do other creative activities.

Ask them to tell you about their
artwork. For example, you might say,
“Tellme what's happening in this picture
youdrew.” If there are people in the
drawing, ask who they are, what they’re
feeling, whether anyone is missing from
the picture, and so on.

Ifyou’re worried that your children’s
play or creative work shows they are
having trouble coping with the death,
seek outside help. (See the section
“Getting help” on page 18.)

Children often feel guilty after adeath
has occurred. Young children have a
limited understanding of why things
happen as they do. They often use a
process called magical thinking. This
means they believe their own thoughts,
wishes, and actions can make things
happen in the greater world. Adults may
reinforce this misconception when they
suggest that children make a wish for
something they want to happen.

Magical thinking is useful at times. Being
able to wish for things to be betterin
their lives and in the world can help
young children feel stronger and more

in control. But there’s also adownside,
because when something bad happens,
such as the death of aloved one, children
may believe it happened because of
something they said, did, thought,
orwished.

Older children and teens also usually
wonder if there is something they could
have done, or should have done, to
prevent the death. For example, the
parent wouldn't have had a heart attack
if the child hadn’t misbehaved and
caused stress in the family. The car crash
wouldn’t have happened if the child
didn’t need to be picked up after school.
The cancer wouldn’t have progressed

if the child had just made sure the loved
one had seenadoctor.

When guiltis more likely.

Children are most likely to feel guilty when there have been challenges
in the relationship with the person who died, or in the circumstances
of the death. Here are some examples:

 The child was angry with the person just before the person died.

e The death occurred after alongillness, and, at times, the child may
have wished the person would die to end everyone’s sufering.

» Some action of the child seems related to the death. For example,
ateen gotinto a heated argument with his mother shortly before she
diedinacar crash.
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Children and teens
usually wonder if
there is something
they could have
done, or should
have done, to
prevent the death.

Children may feel guilty for surviving
the death of asibling. They may also
feel guilty if they are having fun or not
feeling very sad after a family member
has died.

When talking with children about the
death of someone close, it's appropriate
to assume that some sense of guilt may
be present. This will usually be the case
evenifthereis nological reason for the
children to feel responsible.

What to do.

Explain that when painful or “bad”
things happen, people often wonder if it
was because they did something bad.

Reassure your children that they are
not responsible for the death, even if
they haven’t asked about this directly.

Children often express anger about

the death. They may focus on someone
they feel is responsible. They may feel
angry at God. They may feel angry at the
person who died for leaving them. Family
members sometimes become the focus
of this anger, because they are near and
are “safe” targets.

Older children and teens may engage
in risky behaviors. They may drive
recklessly, getinto fghts, drink alcohol,
smoke cigarettes, or use drugs. They
may become involved in sexual activity
ordelinquency. They may start to

have problems at school or conficts
with friends.

What to do.

Allow children to express their anger.
Avoid being critical about these feelings.
Recognize that anger is anormal and
natural response.

Help children identify appropriate
ways to express their anger. Encourage
them to talk about it with someone they
trust. Suggest that they do something
physical, such as running, sports,
dancing, or yard work, or express the
anger through creative activities, such
aswriting or art.

Set limits on inappropriate behaviors.
It's not OK for children to hitor hurt
others, or for teens to put themselves or
others at risk in dangerous situations.

Children may appear to think only
about themselves when confronted
with adeath. At the best of times,
children are usually most concerned with
the things that aFect them personally.
At times of stress, such as after the
death of someone they care about, they
may appear even more self-centered.

Atatime of tragedy, we often expect
children torise to the occasion and act
more “grown-up.” It's true that children
who have coped with diffcult events
often emerge with greater maturity. But,
in the moment itself, most children, and
even adults, may act less maturely.

Under stress, children may behave as
they did atayoungerage. For example,
childrenwho have recently mastered
toilet training may start to have accidents.
Children who have been acting with
greater independence may become clingy
or have difculty with separation.



No child is
too young to















