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Overview
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• Key terms 
• The whirlpool of grief
• How do children feel and behave 

when they are grieving?
• How can we help children grieve?
• What about anticipatory grief?
• What are some of the barriers to 

childhood grief?
• What is Complicated grief?
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Key Terms

Loss - the fact or process of losing something or 
someone

Grief - the total active experience of loss impacts 
physical, emotional , spiritual and social aspects of life

Mourning - is our external expression of loss. It is a 
style of expressing loss

Bereavement - is a state of having lost someone or 
something dear to you





Dual Model Process 
Stroebe and Schut
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Children’s Grief

The child’s capacity to cope depends on:
• The relationship with person who has died
• The nature of the death
• The child’s personality and previous 

experience of death
• The age ( chronological + developmental)
• Support from others
• Attitude of significant others
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Stages of Grief in 
Children

• Shock and Numbness

• Yearning and Searching

• Disorientation and Disorganisation

• Reorganisation and Resolution

(John Bowlby and Colin Murray Parkes)
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Tasks of mourning

Tasks 1 : Accept the reality of the loss 

Task 2: Work through the pain and grief 

Task 3 : Adjust to an environment in which the deceased is missing

Task 4: Emotionally relocate the deceased and move on with life 

William Worden



Infants

• Sense something missing even if they 
cannot vocalise it
• Miss all aspects of the person: touch, feel 

of their body, sound of their voice, their 
expressions, their smell and activities 
experienced together
• Often suffer separation effects 
• May regress, be more irritable, more clingy 

or more withdrawn



How can we 
help?

• Create stability 
• Hold when upset 
• Recognise children are strong and 

adaptable 
• Try and gently engage if withdrawn 

(using interactive games such as 
peekaboo, water play, touch 
games, singing)
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Young Children
• Do not understand death as final
• May believe that the dead person will return
• May not initially respond to hearing that someone 

has died
• Are upset at moments when they feel the 

‘goneness’ but not at other times
• Often suffer separation effects 
• May regress, be more irritable, more clingy or 

more withdrawn 
• May use their bodies to speak their feelings: it is a 

physical experience



How can we help?
• Create stability 
• Hold when upset 
• Try and engage if withdrawn 
• Allow and encourage active play and 

communication
• Feedback verbally what you are seeing to help 

them to verbalize how they feel (e.g. you are 
bouncing, you are shouting, your face is red 
because you are sad and cross that your mother is 
not coming back)
• Be ready for contradictory statements
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School aged 
children
Feelings and behaviour
• They have the ability to conceptualise death 
• May believe the person is still alive and functioning 

elsewhere 
• May have trouble with abstract concepts such as 

afterlife 
• May start to show aggressive tendencies, risky or 

impulsive behaviour 
• Need religious and cultural rituals to help them through 

grieving process
• Some may try find meaning and feel betrayed by God or 

their ancestors



How can we help?
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• Ensure that there is a clear and stable 
routine 
• Speak honestly and accurately
• Listen to their feelings and if in a group help 

others to hear their feelings
• Use drawings to help them externalise their 

fears - this helps them gain control
• If they are acting out help them to 

recognise the feelings behind the behaviour
• Play games and encourage them to have fun 

with their friends



Adolescents
Feelings and behaviour
• They are driven by physical and emotional changes -

death teaches them about the temporary nature of life.
• They are left feeling helpless
• May show philosophic pondering about the meaning of 

life and death 
• Grief may appear as withdrawn depressive symptoms 
• They strive for independence – they need support
• They relate to their peer group, so group interaction is 

important



How can we 
help?
• Listen to them through their grief and anger- breathe, it is 

not being directed at you!

• Be there for them as they struggle to normalize their lives

• They make talk of suicide - listen and help them to talk 
about their feelings

• Discuss the consequences of their risky behaviour

• Peer support group is important 

• Ask them about what they need rather than telling them 

• Ensure that they have a stable ‘base’ without restricting or 
overprotecting them
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Anticipatory 
grief

• Is what people experience when they know 
that they are likely face a profound loss. 
• For parents of a child with a serious illness, it 

includes all the losses along the illness 
journey- not just the prospect of death. 
• It means grappling with and grieving the loss 

before it completely unfolds.



Anticipatory grief 
in children

• They project their feelings onto others and become very anxious

• They may worry what happens to their loved one when they are gone

• They may express ideas and fears through play and art

• They may become withdrawn, quiet and increasingly irritable

What we can do to help?

• Try to help them communicate what they are feeling 

• Try to support their choices - more control children feel they have less 
fearful they will be 

• Consider broader impact - siblings, grandparents ,peers



Why is 
this so 
difficult?



The grieving health 
care provider

• Respond to the experience at various levels:

• Emotional - e.g: sadness, anger, despair
• Cognitive - e.g: recurring thoughts or dreams,
• Behavioural - e.g: crying, irritability, withdrawal 

from people and daily activities, reaching out to 
others for support

• Physical – e.g: health vulnerabilities, pain , 
changes in eating and sleeping habits

(D. Papadatou)



What is complicated grief?

When life issues are unexpressed or unacknowledged , they become “frozen in blocks of time”

- Stops the normal grief process

- Feels as if life stops and time stands still

- Natural flow of feelings is inhibited

- No movement forward until issues are released

- Grief process ‘on hold’ or non existent

- A frozen block of time - has created a wall of ice between the child and his or her grief.  

Our job is to melt that wall 
Break the silence 1999



Risks for complicated grief

• Sudden or traumatic
• Social sigma of death
• Multiple losses
• Past relationship to the deceased
• Grief process of the surviving parent or caregiver



Sudden or traumatic

For example: murder , suicide, fatal accidents or a sudden fatal illness.

• Immediately an unstable environment is created in the child’s home

• Child feels confusion over these kinds of death

• Desire for revenge after a murder / fatal accident

• Rage and or guilt emerges against the person who has committed suicide.



Social stigma of death

• Frequently accompanies deaths related to HIV, suicide and homicide.
• Children ( and adults) often too feel embarrassed to speak of these issues.
• They remain silent out of fear of being ridiculed or ostracised
• These suppressed feelings get inwardly projected towards themselves in the 

form of self hatred.
• Often they feel lonely and isolated.



Multiple losses

• The death of only remaining parent can cause the child to be forced to move 
from home, family, friends, school, community
• Can produce a deep fear of abandonment and self doubt in children
• The child is shocked at this sudden and complete change in lifestyle and 

surroundings
• May withdraw or become terrified of future abandonment
• Nightmares and or bedwetting could appear



Past 
relationship 
to the 
deceased

If child has been abused, abandoned or neglected 
by a loved one, there are often ambivalent 
feelings when the loved one’s death occurs.

There may even be relief at the time of death.

Children often feel guilt , fear or depression if 
grief of  loved one is complicated by an 
unresolved past relationship.

The child may feel ashamed to speak feelings out 
loud and carry the secret of abuse, the memory 
becomes locked in and grief is complicated.



Grief process of the surviving parent or 
caregiver

• If the surviving parent is not able to mourn - no role model for the child
• A closed environment stops the grief process
• Feelings become denied and expression of feelings withheld
• Surviving parent = absentee parent because of his / her overwhelming grief -

producing feelings of abandonment and isolation in the child
• Fear something will happen to this parent (or to themselves) 

- become overprotective of the parent and other loved ones



• Continuing Bonds
• Silverman &Klass 1996

• New relationship  develops with the 
deceased loved one

• Changes over time
• Relationships continuing
• Connections provide solace, comfort and 

support – eases transition from past to 
future
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What happens 
before and after a 
child dies? 

• The death vigil
• Care at the time of death
• Viewing the body
• Attending the funeral
• Bereavement follow up
• Support groups
• Remembrance days
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Take away messages

• Grief is a process and a natural response to loss
• Everyone’s grief process is different - personal journey
• Familiarise yourself with grief theories
• Answer questions honestly and simply
• Acknowledge and attend to your own grief needs
• Find support - personal and professional
• Be willing , if appropriate to refer people to (child) bereavement 

support services




