
Guide for Parents in Supporting 
a Bereaved Child



Supporting a bereaved child can be especially difficult for parents. Not only is it 
exhausting and bewildering but you are also grieving yourself, making it difficult 
to know what to do.  Adults and children react differently when they experienced a 
death and there are many factors which will need consideration. For example: The 
age of the child, their personality, past experiences, coping skills, religious beliefs, 
cultural background and of course their relationship with the person who has died.  

Grieving is a very personal experience and no two people are alike, even in 
the same family. Many adults and children say they experience a wide range of 
emotions from shock, sadness, anger, anxiety, guilt, loneliness or relief.  You may 
feel that you will never be the same again.                                                                               

Children are very sensitive, they pick up on the feelings and body language of 
others and can sense when something is different. If information is kept from a 
child they are more likely to worry, feeling they are to blame or they are not being 
told because of something they had said or did.

Children often look to their parents to see how they are expected to react when 
they hear about the death of someone. It is ok to cry in front of children, this gives 
them the opportunity to cry if they want to. It helps to say “Do you remember I 
told you Nanny was very ill and the doctors couldn’t make her better. Well I have 
something really sad to tell you – Nanny has died this morning”, or “Mummy 
is feeling very sad about granddad dying and I will really miss him.” It is very 
important to use the correct terminology for example to say dying and died rather 
than ‘gone to sleep’, ‘passed away’ or ‘lost’ as this stops any misunderstanding or 
confusion and the possibility of difficulties in getting a child to go to bed etc. It is 
also helpful to maintain the normal boundaries in the home regarding your children 
as this contributes to the child feeling safe. They know what they are allowed and 
not allowed to do but if you relax the rules it can cause concern on the part of a 
child.

Other parents supporting their children have said:
• Talk to your children honesty and explain what is happening in a way they 

understand, all the while giving them information and reassurance.
• Talk to your children about the funeral. Including them and give them choices 

to attend should they wish to and give them a chance to say goodbye.
• Freely talk about the person who has died and encourage the children to talk 

about their memories.  
• Different age children will grieve according to their developmental stage and 

understanding.
• Often children grief may be shown in their behaviour, distraught one minute 

them playing happily the next, this is all normal. 
• Inform the school about your children’s loss and ask your child what they would 

like to happen when they return to school.



Young people have said:
• Be truthful with me and explain what is happening in a way I can understand.
• Try to include me in the plans for the funeral and ask if I want to take part. I 

would like to say goodbye too.
• Please tell the school and find me a teacher who I can talk to if I feel 

overwhelmed. 
• Please notice if I am feeling lonely or sad, I may want some reassurance and a 

hug.
• Remind me I am not to blame and it is not my fault as I may feel worried.
• Help me keep my memories alive by talking and remembering, especially on 

anniversaries. Some things I may want to remember and other I want to forget.
• I would like to keep something that belonged to…….
• Help me to have fun and laugh sometimes, I will still remember and I won’t 

forget as I haven’t got over it yet.

Children under 2
Do not understand death but they can feel the separation from someone they have 
an attachment to.  Although a young child cannot speak about how they feel it may 
be noticeable in their behaviour, crying inconsolably or withdrawn.

Children 2 to 5
Often this age group thinks death is reversible and people who have died can 
come back.  They may also think it is their fault, due to something they said, 
thought, or did or didn’t do which caused the person to die. Constant reassurance 
and clear understandable explanations are needed to reinforce that it is nothing 
they have done which has caused this to happen. Children can also revert back 
to behaviour of a younger child e.g. Bed-wetting, thumb sucking. Usually these 
symptoms disappear in time once normal family life resumes.

Children aged 6 to 9
Children are beginning to understand death as irreversible and it will happen to all 
living things. They often think it is spooky or zombie like and can start having bad 
dreams. This age group are curious about dying and what a body looks like and 
what happens to someone who has been dead for a long time. This is all normal, 
but it is important to tell them, when someone’s dies, they can not feel anymore 
and they can not eat because they are not hungry anymore.
Children may start complaining of headaches an tummy aches, by telling them we 
all hurt when someone has died and by trying to maintain normal house rules and 
boundaries will help the child to settle down. 



Children 10 to 13
At this age children are aware of the finality of death and the impact this has on 
the family and themselves. They may experience difficulties with their peers as 
they may feel very different to them. It is important to find ways to build their 
self-esteem. Children will revisit the death of a parent at significant stages and 
milestone in their own lives. The realisation that the person they most wanted to 
be a part of their lives has already died. This is also the age when children start 
to move away from their parents and form attachments to friends, combined with 
puberty this can lead to mood swings and ups and downs which can be disrupted.

Adolescents 
Friends and peers are becoming more important in their lives and start to 
develop an understanding of what is important to them as an individual. As their 
bodies change they are aware of the future and what that may bring for them. 
Often adolescents keep their feeling under wraps and can appear detached 
and withdrawn or showing a matter of fact attitude. Time and patience and 
understanding is required. Maybe they would prefer to talk to someone else to help 
them express their feeling surrounding the grief.  Although this age group may feel 
old enough to take on family responsibilities they are still children and are not really 
equipped to step into an adult role.

Grief is a normal, natural and is something we all go through. Protecting children 
by silence is more upsetting for the child. Open communication and a willingness 
to talk and answer questions in a way that they can understand will help them face 
the future.

The Young People’s support worker is available should you have any 
questions or concerns. Please ring willen hopsice at 01908 663636 or 
email youngpeople@willen-hospice.org.uk



Useful Websites and Telephone Numbers:

Macmillan Cancer Support Tel:  0808 808 00 00
and Advice   www.macmillan.org.uk

Childhood Bereavment Tel:  0115 911 8070
Network   Email:  cpb@ncb.org.uk
    Information service for people looking for help
    for bereaved children anywhere in the UK.
  
Winston’s Wish Family Line Tel: 0845 203045
    Email: info@winstonwish.org.uk
    Provides telephone help and advice

Cruse Bereavement Care  Helpline: 0844 4779400
    helpline@cruse.org.uk

Child Bereavement UK Support and Information Helpline: 
    Tel: 0800 0288840* Monday - Friday, 9am - 5pm
    Email: support@childbereavementuk.org

Charlie Waller    Web: www.cwmt.org.uk 
Memorial Trust 

Youth Bereavement Line Tel: 0808 808 1677
    
Other useful websites: www.achance2talk.com (run by NSPCC and
    Childline)

    www.griefencounter.org.uk/teen-zone/

    www.rd4u.org.uk (run by Cruse Bereavement
    Care)

    www.riprap.org.uk - support especially for those
    affected by the loss of someone close through 
    cancer.
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Further Help is available from:

Recover your life  Web: www.recoveryourlife.com

Headmeds    Web: www.headmeds.org.uk

Childline Freephone  Tel: 0800 1111
    Web: www.childline.org.uk

Get Connected Freephone Tel: 0808 808 4994, 1pm - 11pm every Day

Frank Freephone   Tel: 0800 77 66 00 
    Web: www.talktofrank.com

B-Eat youth helpline  Tel: 0345 634 7650
    Web: www.b-eat.co.uk 
    Email: fyp@b-eat.co.uk

Online guide to life for   Web: www.thesite.org
16-25 year olds. 
Advice for everything.

Alumina self harm   Web: alumina.selfharm.co.uk
website and support


