
THROUGH LOSShelping children
It can be difficult to know how to talk to children about death, especially when you are working
through your own grief. Children may respond to loss very differently than adults. Their understanding
largely depends on age, previous experiences with death and the response to death they have learned
from others. You can help children cope with loss by openly expressing your sadness and answering
their questions in an honest and age-appropriate way. Speaking openly and truthfully about your
child’s death will further establish trust between you and your other children.

There may be times in the beginning when your grief is so great that you cannot help your children.
Healing yourself is important to helping your children, so allowing others to also support your children
will help both of you. A close friend or family member, faith leader, school or grief counselor can assist
you in helping your children cope with their sibling’s death and the changes in the family.

here are some tips for adults who are helping children 
cope with death
be honest. maintain a family schedule

and routine as close to
normal as possible.

It’s natural to want to protect children from the
pain and sadness associated with death, but
children sense when adults are sad and acting
differently. They may feel insecure or
mistrustful if information is hidden from them.
They may feel as though they have lost a
relationship not only with their sibling but also
with the adult.

This will help children to feel more secure and
in control.

use simple, concrete terms to 
explain death.
Expressions such as “we lost him,” “she is
resting now,” or “he passed” can be confusing
or frightening to children. Explain death by
relating it to something the child is familiar
with, such as the death of an animal or plant.
Children may react very differently to death.
Some may become aggressive, others talkative
and questioning, while still others may be quiet
and withdrawn.

say your child’s name.
Encourage children to talk about their sibling.
Share happy memories with them. If the child is
a sibling, reassure them that they are still a
brother or sister and always will be.

don’t hide your tears.
Showing your sadness and talking openly
about your feelings sets an example for your
children and helps them to learn healthy
coping behaviors.

make sure children don’t feel
at fault or guilty.
Some young children believe that their
thoughts, feelings, or words have power over
others and they may blame themselves for
what happened. Older children and teenagers
may have felt typical sibling jealousy or anger.
They need help understanding that their
sibling’s death had nothing to do with
anything they thought, said, or did. Angry
thoughts do not cause people to die.

encourage children to talk if
they want to.
It is normal for children to ask questions. Even
if you feel that you do not have the answers,
don’t worry. Open communication gives you
the opportunity to correct misinformation or
misconceptions children might have.
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some signs that children may be struggling with grief and may
benefit from professional support include:

discuss your family’s
spiritual beliefs.

show affection.

Explain things to children in age-appropriate
terms. Including children in family customs
and traditions can be a source of comfort for
both you and the child.

Give children extra hugs and cuddles. Assure
them that you are there to help.

help children express grief.
Keeping grief inside can sometimes be
harmful. Help children express their thoughts
through art, play or memory-making activities.
Here are a few ideas to help children express
their grief in a tangible way:

• Paint or draw a picture for their sibling

• Write a letter

• Light a candle

• Plant a tree

• Tell stories

• Create something in memory of the sibling

read books on death and loss
with children.
There are several age-appropriate books
related to death and grief. Please refer to the
grief resource page of this booklet or call or e-

mail the Grief and Bereavement Specialist if
you need specific recommendations.

be patient.
Remember, children mourn differently than
adults. Their grief may not always be obvious
or immediate. Grief can be a long journey for
everyone.

monitor children’s grief.
Talk with a pediatrician or a mental health
specialist about any concerns you might have.
Responses to grief may come and go
throughout childhood or adolescence.
Birthdays, family celebrations, or the
anniversary of the child’s death can be
powerful reminders and rekindle grief.

Excessive crying

Regressive behavior (e.g. bed-wetting)

Persistent anger/temper tantrums

Lack of interest in daily activities

Sharp decline in grades

Fear of being alone

Withdrawal from friends

Severe separation anxiety

Delinquency or promiscuity

Persistent sleep problems

THROUGH LOSShelping children
CONTINUED

the following two signs require immediate professional help:
Disabling depression

Suicidal thoughts
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