
The death of a loved one affects your entire family.  The death of a grandparent, parent, caregiver or friend 
may be especially difficult for a child. Children do not have prior experience of death and usually little informa-
tion to help them understand that death is final. Be aware and observant of your children during this journey of 
grief.  While they may not be able to verbalize their pain, you may see it through their behavior. 

The National Association of School Psychologists (2001) summarizes the range of children’s grief reactions as 
follows: 

•	 Emotional	shock - Children may have a noticeable lack of affect, appear numb, lack reaction to 
events, or seem depersonalized. This behavior may serve as way to detach from the pain of mo-
ment or memories of loss.

•	 Regressive	behaviors – Children may suddenly want to sleep in a parent’s bed or may have diffi-
culty separating from parents, family members, or caretakers, or may need to be held or rocked.

•	 Repetitious	behavior – Children may repeat play activities or themes or stories in their drawings. 
They also may repeatedly ask the same questions because a death has been hard to believe or ac-
cept; these questions, however, can help to identify any misinformation the child may have about 
the event. 

•	 Sudden	mood	swings	or	unusual	behavior – Children may suddenly seem irritable, frustrated, 
fearful, or helpless, reflections of their internal feelings and their need to find control over a 
situation they have little control.

Many children express their pain of grief by “acting-out”. Often adults wait until a child begins to “act out” or 
become disruptive before understanding a child is hurting and needs help. These behaviors will vary depending 
on the age or maturity level of a child.  

Grieving children of all ages need the loving attention of adults.  They benefit when families maintain a rou-
tine and set boundaries.  It is important that a grieving child knows their parent(s) and adults continue to care 
about them, even when their current behavior is troublesome.    

It is important to understand that children grieve differently than adults.  Here are some suggestions how 
adults can be helpful to grieving children of various ages:

•	  Adults and caregivers can help young children, ages 2-4, by maintaining a familiar routine, 
offering plenty of reassurance and nurturing.  Answer their frequent repetitive questions with 
short honest responses.  And don’t forget to play with young children; play is their outlet for grief.
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•	Children around the ages of 4-7 years old can helped by encouraging communication through 
drawing and story telling.  Listen to your child when they express anxiety and offer reassurance. 
Encourage their expression of energy and feelings through physical activity.  Talk about the 
person that has died and share memories of times shared.  Answer questions about death honestly 
and concisely.  

•	Preteens, ages 8-12, may be starting to understand mourning.  Encourage them to express their 
range of feelings in a safe environment.  Listen and allow for talk about death and answer their 
questions.  Your family’s spiritual beliefs can play a role in their understanding of death. Children 
may grieve in cycles. Encourage physical activity to promote their well-being.  Be available to 
your child, but also be prepared to allow them some “alone time”.  

•	Teenagers, ages 13-18, can be a challenging age group for adults wanting to help a child deal with 
grief.  Encourage open conversation about death and their feelings of loss.  Be willing to listen.  
Be available to them when they want to express their thoughts or feelings.  Encourage physical 
activity to promote their well-being. Do not attempt to take their grief away but help them 
acknowledge it.  Let your adolescent tell you what grief is like for them.

 “When children are not given the opportunity to grieve, they may learn to avoid love, to withdraw 
emotionally from others, and to build a life free of emotional turmoil so that they never experience great joy or 
great pain. Children who have lost a loved one can benefit from being part of a group that provides them with 
loving support and the safety to ask questions and find answers.”  - Dr. Virginia Simpson, PhD

Parents and adults play an important role in providing children of all ages the opportunity to grieve.  You can 
help them during this difficult time by listening, being patient, being honest and being available.  
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