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THE DEATH OF A  
FAMILY MEMBER OR FRIEND



You can help children understand what has happened.

When speaking with children about the death of a loved one, use the 
words “dead” and “died.” Other expressions, such as “everlasting sleep” 
or “passed away” may confuse children and make it hard for them to 
understand what has happened. Be sure young children (especially 
preschool-age children and those in early elementary grades) 
understand four major concepts: 

1 DEATH IS IRREVERSIBLE.
If children do not understand that death is permanent, they may 
not be able to start to grieve the loss. They may be angry that the 
person has chosen not to return.

2 ALL LIFE FUNCTIONS END COMPLETELY  
AT THE TIME OF DEATH.
Children who do not understand this concept may worry that 
someone who has died is cold, hungry, or in pain.

3 EVERYTHING THAT IS ALIVE EVENTUALLY DIES.
If children do not understand this, they may wonder what they did, or 
what the person who died did, that caused this particular person to 
die. This leads to guilt and shame.

4 THERE ARE PHYSICAL REASONS THAT  
SOMEONE DIES.
When children understand the true reasons for a death, they are 
less likely to make up explanations that cause them to feel guilty 
or ashamed.
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No child is too young to be affected by the death  
of someone close.

Even infants respond to the death of someone they care about. They 
miss the familiar presence of a parent. They sense profound emotions 
around them, and notice changes in feeding and caregiving routines. 
Young children can grieve deeply, even though they may not appear to 
be doing so. They tend to sustain strong emotions for brief periods of 
time, and then take a break. They often turn to play or other activities. 
Even when a young child seems fine, offer love, support, and extra 
attention during times of grief.

Invite older children and youth to talk.

Older children and youth may not be ready to talk when you offer to 
speak with them. They may prefer time alone or talking with their 
friends. They may say they do not need or wish to talk, even when they 
are actually feeling overwhelmed. Don’t try to force the conversation. 
Wait for them to accept your invitation. Acknowledge that this can 
be difficult to discuss, and let them know you have found it helpful 
to talk about your feelings. Help them identify other adults with 
whom they can speak when they are ready. This might be a teacher, 
guidance counselor, or mental health provider in the school (your 
children’s teachers can help you find the right people); your children’s 
pediatrician or pediatric healthcare provider (who will know about 
other resources in the community); or a religious leader. Remain 
available and supportive, and continue to offer to talk from time 
to time.



Children often feel  
guilty after a death  
has occurred.

Children of all ages, as well 
as adults, often wonder what 
they did, didn’t do, or should 
have done that would have 
prevented the death. This may 
happen even when there is no 
logical reason to feel this way. 
Children may also feel guilty 
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Invite children to participate in funerals  
and other memorial services.

When a close friend or relative has died, children should be offered 
the opportunity to attend the funeral or memorial service whenever 
possible. When children are not allowed to take part in these important 
events, they often resent being excluded. They miss the support 
provided by friends, family, and (as appropriate) their religious services. 
They worry about what is so awful in the service. What is being done to 
their loved one that they are not permitted to see?

EXPLAIN IN SIMPLE TERMS WHAT WILL HAPPEN.
Where will the service take place? Who will be there? What is likely  
to occur? Will the casket be open? Will people be telling stories of  
funny or pleasant memories? Will there be a lot of crying? Invite and 
answer questions.

LET YOUR CHILDREN DECIDE WHETHER  
OR NOT TO ATTEND.
Don’t force them to participate in any ritual or activity they find  
frightening or unpleasant. Let them know it’s OK to take a break for  
a few minutes or leave if they are uncomfortable.

FIND AN ADULT TO BE WITH EACH CHILD.
Especially for younger children, find an adult who can stay with each 
child throughout the service. This person can answer questions, provide 
comfort, and give the child attention and support. It’s best if this is someone 
the child knows and likes who isn’t directly affected by the death, such as a 
babysitter, neighbor, or staff member from school. This adult can focus on 
the child’s needs, including leaving the service if the child wishes.

OFFER A ROLE IN THE SERVICE.
Children may appreciate a simple task, such as handing out memorial 
cards or helping to choose flowers or a favorite song for the service. 
Suggest something that will comfort and not overwhelm them.

OFFER OTHER OPTIONS.
Younger children may want to play quietly in the back of the sanctuary 
or meeting area. This still gives them a sense of having participated.  
Older children and youth may want to invite a close friend to sit with 
them in the family section. 



Provide support over time.

Children who have lost a family member or close friend generally feel 
that loss throughout their lives. There are things you can do to help 
children cope over time.

HELP CHILDREN PRESERVE AND CREATE MEMORIES.
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Talk to your children’s teachers.

Children often have difficulty concentrating or learning while they are 
grieving. They may benefit from tutoring, extra support, or temporary 
changes in their test schedules or other classroom demands. Don’t 
wait for school problems to start before seeking help. Talk to your 



Talk to your children’s pediatrician or other  
healthcare provider.

Children may be worried about their health after a death has occurred. 
A visit to their doctor may provide reassurance for you and your 
children about their health. It can also provide an opportunity for 
healthcare providers to talk directly with your children to figure out 
what they understand and how they are coping. Healthcare providers 
can also help identify community services, such as bereavement 
support groups or bereavement camps.

Grieving can last a lifetime but should not consume a life.

Children never “get over” a major loss such as the death of a close 
family member or friend. Children grieve in stages and over many 
years. At each new stage in their lives, such as when they graduate from 
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FOR MORE INFORMATION 



About the Coalition


