
Helping bereaved 
children and 

young people   





Our St Luke’s family support team is experienced in 
supporting families who are grieving. Our counsellors 
have put together this guide to help you to understand and 
support children and young people who have experienced 
a bereavement.

Grieving is a natural reaction to bereavement and loss but can affect 
adults and children in unexpected ways. Generally, with plenty of love 
and understanding and given some time, most children and young 
people will work through their grieving naturally. If you find that you or 
they are continuing to struggle, or there are other factors making your 
grief more complicated to work through, please contact us so that we can 
talk through how we can help, whether through one-to-one counselling 
or in a children’s support group.



Is this reaction ‘normal’?
Just as with adults, every child and young person 
experiences grief differently; there is no ‘normal’ or ‘right’ 
way to grieve. 
How they react will be affected by a lot of different things − their age 
and developmental level, their understanding of death, and how close 
they were to the person who has died.

Like adults, children may feel hopeless and extremely sad when 
someone they love dies. They may feel angry that the person has left 
them; they may question why it has happened or blame themselves. 
However, the way that they express their feelings of loss and pain can 
be different and sometimes surprising to us as adults.

Children don’t experience sustained emotional pain in the same way 
that adults do, they tend to move in and out of their grief. They may 
appear to be coping much better than expected, or sometimes seem 
like they don’t care. It’s important to remember too, that children may 
not have the words to express their feelings and may show how they 
feel through their behaviour.

Common reactions to bereavement
Some of the ways that children or young people may react to  
bereavement:

• Mood swings – happy one minute, and very angry or distressed the 
next 
• Difficulties in concentrating on schoolwork or other activities. 
• Being quiet and withdrawn, preferring to be alone 
• Disturbed sleep patterns, difficulties in settling off to sleep, bad dreams 
• Younger children may start doing things that they had stopped, like 
sucking their thumb, wetting themselves, being clingy 
• Friendship difficulties or feeling less confident with other people,  
feeling ‘different’, bullying or being bullied 
• Challenging or risky behaviours such as rule-breaking, stealing,  
truanting from school 
• Being very ‘good’ and/or working very hard at school or behaving like 
an older child and trying to take care of the adults around them 
• Being aggressive towards other people, or behaving destructively − 
with toys, for example.



It can help to try to understand 
what may be behind some of  
these behaviours, as they can 
often be very difficult to manage 
for remaining caregivers who  
are already struggling with their 
own feelings. 

From our experience, these are some of the feelings that often lie  
behind children’s and young people’s behaviours following  
bereavement:

A child who is very quiet or withdrawn, or who doesn’t cry may be 
protecting themselves from scary internal feelings of weakness and 
vulnerability. 
Risky or challenging behaviours may be a way to test whether the 
world is still a safe place, when their sense of safety and security has 
been rocked by the death of a loved one. 
Extremely ‘good’ behaviour may stem from a fear of showing anger 
or displeasing others in case it leads to the loss of remaining  
caregivers. 
Some children may believe that something they did caused the 
death, or that if they are very good, the dead person will come back. 
This ‘magical thinking’ is most common in children between the ages 
of two and seven - at this age, children strongly believe that their  
personal thoughts have a direct effect on the rest of the world. 
Aggressive or destructive behaviour often comes from a feeling of  
betrayal and abandonment, or the sense of a lack of control over 
what is happening to them.

For the majority of children, these behaviours will pass in time, 
though it is important to remember that children will re-visit their 
grief as they grow older and their understanding of the loss changes.

If you are worried, or struggling to cope, ask your GP or a support 
organisation for help. If your child is harming him or herself or 
talking about wanting to be dead, you should seek help urgently.



What can I do?
Here are some ideas, based on our  
experience, for how to support a  
child or young person who has  
been bereaved. 
But first we want to stress how important 
it is to look after yourself, for your 
children’s sake as well as your own. 
You will be better able to help your child 
if you are taking care of yourself too.

How do I tell them?

It is best if you or someone who knows your child well tells them 
about the person’s death as soon as possible.  
Explain that you have sad news and then tell the child what has 
happened honestly and openly, using words they can understand. 
Don’t worry - you won’t frighten a child by telling them the truth - a 
child’s own ideas about what has happened may be much more 
frightening to them. 
To avoid confusion, use words like ‘death’ and ‘dead’, not ‘gone to 
sleep’ or ‘gone away’. Young children may worry about going to sleep 
or think that ‘gone away’ means the person might come back. 
Explain that death happens to everyone at some time − but that 
not everyone dies at the same age and in the same circumstances, and 
most people live a long time. 
You may need to tell younger children several times that when a 
person dies, they will not come back. You could explain that their body 
isn’t working any more, and that someone who has died doesn’t eat, 
sleep or breathe. 
It may help to share your own ideas or beliefs about what happens 
to the essence/soul/spirit of a person after death. Bear in mind that 
younger children may find it harder to understand and may ask more 
questions. Answer these as simply, honestly and truthfully as possible. 
If you don’t know the answers, say so. 
Children often worry that they may have caused the person to die, by 
something they did or didn’t do or say. It can help to ask them if they 
are worried about this and reassure them that this is not the case.



Is it ok to show my feelings?
You don’t have to hide your feelings to protect children. 
If children see you cry, it will let them know that it’s ok for them to cry too. 
If you are feeling angry, explain why, so your child doesn’t think it’s their 
fault. 
If you are feeling overwhelmed by grief and finding it hard to care for your 
child, ask someone who both of you know and trust, to help out for a while. 
Let your child know that it’s ok to talk to other people if they want to.

What about viewing the body? 
Be guided by whether you feel it will help the child or young person to 
see the body,  
Only take them if they want to go and reassure them that it’s ok if they 
don’t want to. 
Explain that seeing the body helps some people to understand that the 
person has died and is not coming back, and that it is a time to say  
goodbye, but that other people prefer to remember the person as they 
were when they were alive. 
Explain that they can touch the body and put something in the coffin if 
they want to. Tell them what they will see, and what the body will look 
and feel like. 
Reassure them that it is fine to change their mind, or to look from a 
distance if this is what they want to do.

You may have to repeat things 
several times over the weeks 
and months following the 
death, especially with 
younger children.



What about taking them to the funeral?
It is usually best to give your child the choice to go to the funeral if 
they want to, unless there are particular religious, cultural or family 
reasons not to, and provided you feel that they are old enough to 
make the decision. 
Going to a funeral can help children to understand the finality of 
death and join family and friends in saying goodbye. 
Explain what the funeral is for and what will happen. 
Reassure them that there are no ‘shoulds’ about how they feel at the 
funeral. 
It can help to include your child in planning the funeral. Children 
may want to write something to be read out during the funeral, or put 
something in the coffin, or they may want to say something  
themselves. It is important that they do not feel under any pressure to 
do this. Explain to them that they can change their mind, even at the 
last moment. 
It’s a good idea to ask someone you and your child trust to help 
take care of them during the ceremony, to explain to them what is 
going on and to go out with them at any point if they wish to do so. 
Make sure they know that it is ok for them to decide not to go to the 
funeral. 
If they don’t want to go, you may be able to involve them in other 
ways − for example, by taking photographs or talking about what 
happened at the service. You could also find other ways they can say 
goodbye.



Helping them to remember
Here are some ideas for helping your child or young person to hold onto 
their memories:

• Drawing or writing down their memories of times spent with the person 
who has died. It can help for you to write down your thoughts and  
memories too, especially for younger children.  
• Creating a special photo album together. 
• Making a memory box together containing items that remind them 
of the person who has died − photos, drawings, a piece of clothing, 
something picked up on a walk together, something that smells of their 
perfume or aftershave. The box can be added to over time. Older children 
may prefer to put the box together on their own. 
• Having other friends and family members write down their memories.

What about school? 
School can provide stability and routine in what can be a chaotic time for 
your child.  
Tell the school what has happened so teachers can be sensitive to your 
child’s needs and understand why they may be behaving in particular ways.  
It may be helpful for you and your child to agree with teaching staff how 
and what to tell other children. 
It helps to let teachers know about particular anniversaries and dates 
that will be significant for both you and your child.  
Keep in regular contact with the school to discuss how your child is  
coping. 
Talk with your child about how they are coping and how they might  
respond to other children’s questions or comments.



Coping day to day
Spend time with your child. Give them plenty of reassurance and affection. 
Let them know that you love them and are there for them. 
Keep talking about the person who has died and encourage your child to talk 
about them too. 
Let them know it’s ok to show their feelings, and don’t worry about  
allowing your own feelings to show – it’s ok to feel sad, to laugh, and to 
feel angry. 
Try to keep to familiar routines as far as possible, as these provide a sense 
of security. Stick to your child’s usual bedtime, where possible, and  
encourage them to keep up with schoolwork and their other usual activities 
and interests. 
Your child may become worried or upset when you go out. Say where you are 
going and what time you will be coming home.  
Allow them to have fun and play, reassure them that this is ok – play will 
help them to express themselves and release anxiety. 
Grief is normal and natural. There is no time limit. As a child grows up there 
may be times in their life when they will feel the absence of the person more 
strongly. These may be sad times for both of you. Talking together and 
allowing for your feelings to show will help. 
Children and young people, like any bereaved person, need understanding, 
time, space, reassurance, to be held and to be listened to when they need 
to talk. Over time, with love and support, children and young people can be 
helped to get through this difficult and painful time. 

Where to get help
St Luke’s Family Support and Counselling Team can be contacted on 
01606 551246 or email vrccg.familysupportandcounsellingteam@nhs.net 
For adults, we offer one-to-one counselling (which includes couples or 
family unit support) and bereavement support groups. One-to-one  
counselling is available to families who are in receipt of other hospice 
services, whilst the groups are open to anyone in our community who is 
bereaved due to illness.

For bereaved children and young people, we offer our Phoenix Group to 
anyone in our community who is bereaved due to illness. We also offer 
family or one-to-one counselling where appropriate to families who are in 
receipt of other hospice services.



 
There are a number of other organisations that offer specialist help 
and support to bereaved families and children and young people: 

Cruse Bereavement Care

Cruse is a national charity that provides advice, information and 
support to anyone who has been bereaved (children, young people 
and adults), whenever or however the death occurred. The service is 
provided by trained, experienced volunteers, and is confidential and 
free. 
www.cruse.org.uk 
Telephone helpline freephone: 0808 808 1677 
Email: helpline@cruse.org.uk 
Young people’s freephone helpline: 0808 808 1677 
Visit Hope Again (a website designed by and for young people: 
www.hopeagain.org.uk 
Email Hope Again: hopeagain@cruse.org.uk

Child Bereavement UK

A national charity that helps children and young people (up to age 25), 
parents and families when a child grieves or when a child dies. 
www.childbereavementuk.org 
National Helpline 0800 02 888 40 (Freephone Monday – Friday, 
9am – 5pm)  
Email for bereavement support: support@childbereavementuk.org 
Live Chat Monday - Friday, 9am - 5pm

Winston’s Wish

A national charity that offers support and a great range of resources to 
help children following the death of a parent or sibling. 
www.winstonswish.org Freephone National Helpline: 08088 020 021 
(Monday – Friday, 9am – 5pm). Email: ask@winstonswish.org

Dove Service

The Dove Service offers grief support in Stoke-on-Trent & North 
Staffordshire, providing services to people within the community from 
the age of 4+ who are experiencing issues relating to bereavement, loss 
or life-changing illness.  
www.thedoveservice.org.uk Head Office: 01782 683155 / 683153 
Email: enquiries@thedoveservice.org.uk

For details of other organisations which offer support please visit 
www.slhospice.co.uk/support
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