
 

 

 

Information Sheet:  
For parent / carer  

of a child affected by the death of someone close 
 
 
How children grieve? 

Children may feel grief just like adults but they do not always express it in the same way.  We cannot 

prevent them from experiencing the pain of loss but we can help them in their sadness.  It is also very 

normal for a child to move between emotions very quickly perhaps extremely distressed one moment 

and then asking what is for tea the next. 

 

Understanding of death: 

Children under 6 

• May not understand that death is forever and expect the dead person to come back 

• Take explanations literally and appreciate that you may need to repeat them often  

• May show regressive/disruptive behaviours 

• May cry and be anxious about separations 

• Use magical thinking, young children imagine that they are responsible for the death because they 
think everything revolves around them. 
 

For more detailed information follow the link to Child Bereavement UK Supporting children under 5 

 

Primary school aged children 

• Begin to understand that death is forever and may find it scary or fascinating 

• Lack the vocabulary to express feelings and may show regressive behaviours 

• Can be afraid that other loved ones may die and worry about being different from their peers 
 

https://childbereavementuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/1.-Supporting-bereaved-children-under-5.pdf


 

For more detailed information follow the link to  
Child Bereavement UK - When someone special dies 7-11  

 

  

 

Common reactions include: 

• Anxiety - worry about other family members or fear separation and may want to share a bed 

• Anger and acting-out behaviour - unexplained temper tantrums 

• Not understand the permanence of death.  ‘When is granny coming back then?’ 

• Sadness and longing   

• Guilt, self-reproach and blame - ‘I made her really cross, so she’s gone’ 

• School difficulties - Difficulty in concentrating or problems with friends 

• Sleep difficulties - either not wanting to go to sleep or waking from dreams 

• Physical health complaints - unexplained aches and pains. 
 

How can we help? 

Talk to children about what has happened using words that they understand.  Use the words ‘dead’ or 

‘died’ and avoid euphemisms like ‘passed’ or ‘gone away’ (this can make it much harder to explain the 

permanence of death when the person does not come back).  Accept that the child might only want 

to talk for a few minutes and then move on.  It is normal for you to have to repeat your explanations 

and don’t assume that they have understood first time. 

It is often said that you should not be a hero but a model to children.  If everyone around the child 

appears to be behaving as if nothing has happened it can be a cue to hide or bottle up emotions.  

Encourage them to talk about their feelings through talk, play, art and acknowledge your own.  Ask if 

anything is worrying them and reassure them that ‘nothing they said or did or thought caused their 

loved one to die’.  Be honest in an age appropriate way.  It is very hard for a child to have conflicting 

stories or to learn the truth in the playground or from the newspaper.   

Familiar routines help a child to feel safe. Try to avoid unnecessary separations and give clear 

directions about who will be caring for them and when you will be back.  Returning to school can be a 

haven, it helps to talk to someone at school and plan how best to return to class. 

 

When someone has died it is helpful for children to: 

• To participate in the rituals or find opportunities to say goodbye. 

• Talk about the person who has died, make a memory box or have an item of their clothing. 

• Prepare for anniversaries, birthdays etc. to remember the person who has died. 

https://childbereavementuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/2.-When-someone-special-dies-7-11.pdf


 

 
Follow the link to Child Bereavement UK for advice about building resilience1 in children after a 
bereavement. 

 
Useful information is available on the following websites: 

• Childhood Bereavement Network - What can parents do2 

• Child Bereavement UK – Advice for families3 

• The Invisible String by Patricia Karst Read by Big Papa Scott 4 - A story on You Tube to help with 

separation anxiety 

• Waterbugs and Dragonflies by Doris Stickney5 – To explain death to young children and why a 

loved one cannot come back from dying 

• Or try the smartphone app Smiles and Tears from Nelson’s Journey 

Link to Nelson's Journey App  

 

As children grow up their understanding of death will change.  It is not unusual for them to revisit 

their loss. 

All children are different, some cope best by talking to the family about their feelings and loss, others 

prefer someone independent from the family, many enjoy getting together in a group setting to 

realise that they are not the only ones.  In a bereavement group children can; explore difficult 

feelings, share what helps and have some fun with people who really understand. 

 

For more information and resources or one to one support for a child or young person please contact 

Denise Ozanne, Emotional Health & Wellbeing worker: 

• Call: 01481 724421 or 756099    Text: 07781 433 838 

• Email: Denise.Ozanne@youthcommission.gg  

 

Hyperlink References: 

1 2&3  Child Bereavement Network  - www.childbereavementuk.org/for-families/info-sheets/ 

4  The Invisible String by Patricia Karst read by Big Papa Scott – www.youtube.com 

5  Waterbugs and Dragonflies by Doris Stickney - 
www.rainbowsbridge.com/belovedhearts/stories/doris-waterbugsanddragonflies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://childbereavementuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/1-2-3-Building-Resilience-in-Bereaved-Children-1.pdf
http://www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk/help-around-a-death/what-you-can-do/parents-carers.aspx
https://childbereavementuk.org/for-families/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zBXAaR10SyM
https://www.rainbowsbridge.com/belovedhearts/stories/doris-waterbugsanddragonflies-632617144169637500.aspx
http://www.nelsonsjourney.org.uk/
mailto:Denise.Ozanne@youthcommission.gg

