
 
   
   
                           

 

 
 

 
ALLOWING CHILDREN TO GRIEVE NATURALLY 

By Beth Roberts, M.S. and Nancy McMahan, M.S. Hospice of Dayton, Inc.  
One of the most asked questions by parents and adults struggling with grief of their own is 
"What do we say to children, when our own grief is so overwhelming?" Understandably, the 
additional burden of parenting can be almost unbearable when coupled with a loved one's 
terminal illness, life crisis, anticipated, sudden or violent death.  

Parents often seek assistance in helping their children cope with these traumas. Some families 
are comfortable answering children's questions about death, but often these questions produce 
strong emotions from adults. The children quickly learn to keep questions (especially ones 
concerning the death process itself, funerals, burials, etc.) to themselves or create their own 
answers via fantasy. This can produce nightmares, clinginess and general regressive behaviors 
in children who prior to the accident, illness, or death were happy and functional.  

Occasionally children will seek answers from peers and will get some very bizarre and 
erroneous information. Tales and horror stories abound in the area of death education as they 
did, historically, in sex education. As parents, we can diffuse a child's anxieties and pre-
occupation about the death experience by allowing a comfortable, non-judgmental 
environment in which they can communicate. Experts and counselors in the field of children's 
bereavement make the following suggestions to facilitate coping with grief:  

1.  Allow the child to be angry - not destructive or violent, but to say "I'm angry!" or 
"I'm mad!” Acknowledge the anger verbally. Remember the child may be angry with 
you, the deceased, or even God - this is okay. Help the child to talk it out by listening 
without judgment. Know what the child says is truth when spoken, but may be different 
tomorrow.  

2.  Don't use terms like "going away", "passing on", "becoming an angel", or "going to 
sleep". Use the words "death", "died", etc. - terms of finality. These words may be 
painful at first but helpful in the long term because they are precise, exact, and truthful.  

3.  Allow the child opportunities to be a child. This may include playing at the funeral, then 
grieving, then playing. This is acceptable, even healthy. Children are not capable of 
grieving as adults do. They can only grieve for short periods and then they vent their 
emotions through play.  
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4.  Don't give up on discipline. The grieving child wants schedules, limits and love. 
Change in a child's normal rules and agendas only increases the feelings of loss and 
abandonment. Be as consistent as possible.  

5.  Allow the child to express feelings of guilt. This is normal to a point. Don't argue about 
or deny the feelings. Give the child support and reassurance. Help to identify the 
feelings by clarifying the guilt with sentences like "I feel responsible for" or "I wish I 
could change...." 

6.  Don't insist that the child "be brave". This denies the child's right to how his/her 
feelings. Don't be afraid to show your appropriate emotions in front of the child -it is 
okay. It models acceptable behavior for him/her and gives the child permission to grieve.  

7.  Allow the child to observe others grieving. People grieve in many styles and degrees. 
Allow the child to question you about these styles - be honest. There is no right or 
wrong way to grieve.  

8.  Don't insist the child attend all the funeral-related activities. Consider allowing the 
child private time before the viewing or funeral to be with the deceased. Some children 
are not emotionally prepared to attend a viewing or the burial. Give the child the non-
judgmental option of attending or not. Another type of personal memorial between the 
child and the deceased may be more meaningful to him/her (planting a tree, painting a 
picture, make a memory book, singing a song, etc.).  

9.  Allow your loved one's name to come up in conversation as a way of remembrance. 
This reassures the child that "dead" does not mean, "forgotten". Be natural about this 
and the child will feel free to do the same.  

10. Don't try to rush the grieving or the healing. Every adult and every child grows through 
the process at their own pace. Be patient. Healing happens through the process of 
mourning.  

11. Allow yourself time, space and memories. Give hugs and accept hugs as valuable 
expressions of the strength and endurance of the human spirit.  

CHILDREN’S UNDERSTANDING OF DEATH  

Death is a subject we don't like to talk about and because we don't like the subject, we 
sometimes unintentionally leave the children to face the deaths of loved ones alone. Many 
times we don't realize that children really do know what is happening and that they grieve in 
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much the same way as adults do. Children generally go through 3 stages of grief:  

STAGE I: PROTEST AND DENIAL  

Here the child will not believe the loved one is dead. This is a normal reaction. It usually 
passes soon.  

STAGE II: PAIN, DESPAIR & DISORGANIZATION  

When this stage occurs it is the beginning of progress because it marks the beginning of the 
child's acceptance, but when it is occurring, it doesn't look like progress. Some of the 
symptoms the child may show are:  

PANIC - wondering if he/she will die as well. 

ANGER TOWARD DECEASED - feels person has deserted him/her 

BODILY DISTRESS - can't sleep, no appetite, may wet pants 

GUILT - a feeling he/she caused the death by something that was said or done  

ANGER TOWARD OTHERS - saying it was doctor's fault, etc.  

WITHDRAWAL - fear of being hurt again so they don't get close to anyone  

REPLACEMENT - of the deceased – seeking the affections of others as substitutes 

ASSUMPTION OF THE MANNERISMS OF THE DECEASED - talking or acting like 
him or her  

STAGE III: HOPE  

The loss is accepted and the child places more of his/her affection on other persons. The child's 
age will help determine how much can be understood and accepted.  

Infancy.   An infant understands nothing about death. By a year or 18 months, the child may 
show signs of stress if separated from someone he/she is accustomed to being around.  

Preschoolers.  Death is difficult for a preschooler to understand because words like "forever" 
don't mean anything to him/her. He/she believes death is a temporary state and that the dead 
person will come alive again. The child also doesn't realize that everyone will die sooner or 
later. Good books are a good teaching method for children of this age to learn about death.  

 Middle School Years.  Somewhere between 9 and 12 years of age, death is seen as universal, 
personal and final. The child will have a lot of questions about funerals, what happens, etc. The 
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child begins to realize that the feelings of others are important, too.  

Teenagers.  By now, the youth can understand all the major implications of death: biological, 
spiritual, social and psychological.  

How Can You Help?  

Use natural circumstances to teach children about death before it occurs in the family. The 
death of a family pet can be a good lesson. Also, if friends of the family die, children should be 
allowed to accompany their parents to the funeral.  

Remember that children CAN cope. They are good at adjusting and can recover quickly.  

When a death occurs, tell the child immediately. They should be told by their parents or 
someone else close to them, preferably in familiar surroundings. Make explanations in a 
natural, calm way. It's fine to show your sorrow, but if you are extremely upset, wait until you 
calm down some so you won't frighten the child. Be honest and truthful. Never give a child an 
answer you don't accept.   

Let the child have their feelings of anger or whatever, also. Don't avoid words like "dead" and 
"died". Here are some examples of things you might say: "He is old and his body is worn out."  
"Some diseases are curable and some aren't. She had one that wasn't curable so she died. 
Maybe someday they'll find a cure for other people."   “We won't see him again, but we'll have 
good things to remember about him, won't we?"  

When your child asks a question, what are they really asking?  Make your answers short so the 
child can respond.  

When you don't know an answer, say so. It’s helpful if you know what you believe about death.  

Grieve together. Don’t make a child feel guilty if they don't wish to go to the funeral home. It 
is often helpful if a child knows in advance what will happen at the funeral.  

Finally - don't expect more of the child than they can do. Don't expect them to be a "brave little 
adult" when they are "scared little children". Let him/her cry when they need to cry.  

THE GRIEF OF CHILDREN  

When children experience the death of a loved one, they grieve just as adults do. They may not 
be able to verbalize their grief. They may repress their feelings or express them through their 
behavior. They may seem not to be affected but they are grieving, often very deeply.  
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As parents, teachers, or friends, we often want to protect children from the pain of grief. If we 
see ourselves having difficulty dealing with the death, we wonder how a young child could 
possibly cope with it. So we exclude children, we isolate them. We leave them on their own to 
answer their questions, to seek out the meaning of death. As a result, many children facing 
such a significant loss feel bewildered, abandoned, and all alone.  

The way children learn to respond to death and loss early in life affects their reactions to future 
losses. If we, as adults, take the time to share with children their feelings when a pet dies, or to 
discuss the deaths they experience through books and television, we are helping to prepare 
them to handle the death of a significant person when it does occur.  

SOME BEHAVIORS AND VERBALIZATIONS OF GRIEVING CHILDREN  

Children may react to death in a variety of ways. Some will exhibit many of the following 
reactions, some only a few. Some will react immediately; some may have very delayed 
reactions.  

Denial "My Mommy didn't really die."  When a child resumes play immediately or laughs 
inappropriately it does not mean there is no feeling, but that the loss is simply too difficult to 
bear.  

Anger & Hostility "How could they die and leave me all alone like this?" "Why didn't 
Mommy and Daddy take better care of my baby brother?" "Why did God let my friend die?"  

Guilt "If I hadn't been such a bad little girl my Mommy wouldn't have died." "I was mad at my 
brother. That's why he died."  

Panic "Who will take care of me now?" 

Clinging or Replacement "Don’t leave me, Mommy!"   "Uncle Dave, do you love me as 
much as Daddy did? 

Bodily Distress and Anxiety "I can't sleep."  "I feel sick just like my sister did before she 
died."  

Idealization "Grandpa was perfect." 

Assume Mannerisms "Don't I sound just like my Daddy?"  

FUNERALS - MEMORIALS  

Children need to feel a part of the family. A funeral or calling hours can be a good time to help 
the child feel a part of what has happened. There are some guidelines you might want to follow 
to help your child with the funeral experience. Schafer and Lyons (1986) offer several very 
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important guidelines.  

Never force a child to go to a funeral, touch a body, kiss a body, etc.  Let the child know what 
a funeral is, what it is for (to say goodbye to the dead person)  

Talk about where the funeral will be (describe the room, the coffin, the body is not working 
anymore, the body may look different.)  

Tell the child that you - or another pre-arranged adult will be with him/her to help them 
understand what is happening.  

DO NOT LEAVE YOUR CHILD ON HIS OR HER OWN.  

Let the child know that it is permissible to write a note, draw a picture, or leave an item in the 
coffin (be sure the child understands that the dead person cannot give it back nor answer it)  

Allow the child to be part of the funeral planning - this inclusion is important - a favorite song, 
poem, thought can be included.  

Plan to have someone answer questions about the funeral process (friend, funeral director, 
clergy) if you cannot handle those questions at the time - talk about cremation if that has been 
chosen.  

View the body before visitors come, to give the child a chance to adjust, question, and react. 
Allow the child to "touch" things (the coffin, flowers, the body) but do not insist that he/she 
does.  

Explain what a coffin does (keeps dirt off person), what a vault is for, that the body will not 
breathe, eat, go to the bathroom, play or feel pain.  

Explain that calling hours and the funeral allow people (friends) to come and say they are sorry 
that (the person) died and to say goodbye.  

Do not insist that a young child stay for calling hours or go to the funeral - allow a choice.  

Ask the funeral director to show the legs of the body to the child if he/she wants to make 
certain that all of the body is there.  

Ask your clergyman for help with spiritual questions.  

Remember it is hard for a child to separate soul and body - tell your child what you want them 
to believe.  

Let your child know how others will act at the funeral, such as: they are sad so they might cry, 
some people act like they don't care, in order to cover up their feelings, people sometimes say 
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strange things because they don't know what to say, some other religious beliefs and may 
mention these. Tell your child how the day will go and what will happen in the next few days.  

ALWAYS BE HONEST  

Be sure to go back over the "biology " of death.  

Plan time to spend with your child to answer questions.  

Assure the child that he/she will be taken care of - abandonment fears may be present.  

Remember that you are teaching your child by your own actions, how to grieve and the coping 
skills to move through grief.  

Share your emotions with the child – it’s okay for men to cry - you are very sad, relieved, 
lonely, etc.  

Give the child permission to cry, grieve, express feelings or questions, anger or guilt.  

Inform the child's teacher about what information the child has. Ask her/him to provide support 
when the child returns to school (it's ok to talk about death).  

Give the child something that belonged to the dead person - this is very important down the 
road.  

Allow the child to take a flower from the funeral home or to put a flower on the casket - 
whatever the child wants.  

DO NOT SAY 'BE BRAVE, DON'T CRY' - ALLOW EMOTIONS  

When the child reacts, deal with the situation then: do not wait.  

HAVE NO SURPRISES FOR THE CHILD - give her/him all the information you can up 
front.  

REMEMBER - your child needs one person who can be with them and help them through 
their grief - it does not have to be you.  
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