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The death of a family member has a profound 
impact on every member of the family 
regardless of their age or position. In the midst 
of the chaos, pain and confusion that follows 
the death of someone we love, the impact of 
this loss on the children and young people in 
the family can be unintentionally overlooked.

The purpose of this brochure is to assist 
parents and other adults involved in the care 
of grieving children and young people to 
recognise their grief, understand their needs 
and identify appropriate ways to support them 
during this period in their life.  

Do children and young people grieve?

Grief is a normal, natural and healthy response 
to the loss of something or someone we love 
and value. Just like adults, children and young 
people do grieve when someone they love 
has died. Even though they may not show the 
same reactions to loss, they are capable of 
experiencing all of the same emotions that 
adults do. It is important to recognise that 
feelings such as sadness, pain, fear, anger 
and anxiety may be confusing for them and 
become overwhelming.

The age and development of the child or young 
person will infl uence their understanding of 
death and their expression of their grief. 

• Up until age 5, children experience the 
 loss and sadness that accompanies
 the death of a family member however 
 they have no understanding that
 death is permanent
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• Between the ages of 6 and 12 children come 
 to understand that death is permanent. 
 They experience all the emotions that adults 
 do however they struggle to understand 
 what is happening to them. They are often 
 focused on the details surrounding the 
 death of the person they love and can 
 believe they were responsible for the death

• From age 12 onwards young people develop 
 an understanding that death is personal, 
 universal, inevitable and fi nal. They have 
 more understanding of death and better 
 coping skills

How long will they grieve?

Children and young people grieve in 
‘doses’. Their grief is often broken up into 
manageable amounts as a way of coping with 
their overwhelming emotions. Their grief is 
impacted by their relationship to the deceased 
and their understanding of what happened. As 
for adults, the time it takes to adjust to their 
loss and heal is unique to each child or young 
person. Over time and with support their pain 
and distress will decrease.

What might I notice when my child or 
young person is grieving?

Children and young people grieve diff erently
to adults. Understanding what they might
be thinking and feeling and what their 
behaviours may be indicating can help
the caring adults in their life more
eff ectively support them in their grief. 

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  G R I E F

• As a way of coming to terms with the 
 death of their loved one they often ask 
 lots of repetitive questions. Alternatively, 
 they may refuse to talk about the loss they 
 have experienced and in this way deny
 that it happened

• Rapidly changing emotions, moods and 
 behaviours and diffi  culty talking about 
 what they are thinking and feeling are
 often noticeable in a child or young person 
 who is grieving

• Self-blame can be present as children 
 assume more readily than adults do that 
 they are to blame for what happened

• Like adults grieving children and young 
 people can feel vulnerable and helpless on 
 the inside and behave in a way that would 
 be common for someone younger

• Both children and young people are more 
 likely to engage in acting out behaviours. 
 The overwhelming thoughts and feelings 
 that are connected with their loss are often 
 expressed as negative behaviours

Behaviours you might notice in a
child include:

• Crying, temper tantrums

• Sleep disturbance, change in appetite

• Withdrawal from friends and family

• Refusal to attend school or leave caregivers

• Diffi  culty concentrating on tasks
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• A return to behaviours they had grown out 
 of such as thumb sucking, bed wetting
 or baby talk

• Nightmares or dreams

Behaviours you might notice in a 
young person include:

• Crying

• Sleep disturbance, change in appetite

• Withdrawal from friends and family

• Refusal to attend school or
 other commitments

• Diffi  culty concentrating on tasks

• Nightmares or dreams

• Angry outbursts, violence

• Risk taking behaviours

• Alcohol or drug use

• A reluctance to show their grief to others

What do grieving children and young 
people need?

Caring and involved parents or other 
supportive adults are the most important 
resource for a child or young person who 
is grieving. Coupled with this, a secure 
and consistent environment with familiar 
routines will provide a sense of safety and 
predictability. Children and young people need 
reassurance, love and understanding and they 
need adults in their life who will express their 
own feelings and show their grief.
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Children and young 
people need reassurance, 
love and understanding.
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They need the freedom to ask questions 
and talk about their loss and they need age 
appropriate, honest, factual answers to their 
questions about death and the deceased. It 
is important that children and young people 
are involved in what is happening in the family 
during the period following the death of 
someone they love, for example, involvement 
in funeral preparations and the opportunity to 
attend the funeral service. 
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Children and young people need to be given 
the time and space to grieve and heal in their 
own way. They require the opportunity to mix 
with their friends and talk about their loss. 
They also need time out from grieving and 
the opportunity to do some of the things they 
normally enjoy doing.

What can I do to support them in
their grief?

As the experience of grief is unique to each 
individual child or young person, the strategies 
that may help during this time will also diff er. 
Allow for individual diff erences in the way 
each child or young person in the family will 
grieve. Don’t be afraid to ask another caring 
adult to provide any needed support to the 
child or young person if close family members 
are unable to.

The following suggestions identify some of the 
ways found to have been helpful in supporting 
grieving children and young people.

• Provide clear age appropriate answers to 
 their questions about the deceased and 
 their death

• Explain the physical fact of death and don’t 
 refer to the deceased as ‘sleeping’, ‘going 
 away’, or ‘lost’. Children think literally and 
 this may frighten or confuse them

• Listen to them, acknowledge their feelings, 
 talk with them about the person who has 
 died and be patient and consistent

• Talk about what is happening around them 
 without overloading them with detail
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• Involve them in planning the funeral and 
 help them to say goodbye in their own way 
 to the person who has died. For example 
 draw a picture, write a letter, paint, collage, 
 scrap-book or place fl owers on the coffi  n

• Help them to create their own special 
 memory box

• Maintain routines, boundaries and
 familiar rules

• Limit any new roles or responsibilities given 
 to children or young people soon after the 
 death of a close family member

• Allow children to play and young people to 
 ‘hang out’ with friends and peers

• Read stories or provide books to read
 that include themes of loss and the 
 reconstruction of life after a loss

• Respect the growing desire of the young 
 person to be independent and be available 
 when they wish to talk about their loss

Who can I contact if I am concerned 
about my child or young person?
The Salvation Army Counselling Service 
Gosford and Sydney

 02 9743 2831 / 0418 633 732
(by appointment only)

SALVO Care Line
 24/7 support – 1300 363 622
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National Association for Loss and Grief 
(NALAG) Central Coast

 02 4369 1431
 www.nalag.org.au  

The National Centre for Childhood Grief Sydney
 1300 654 556
 www.childhoodgrief.org.au  

Local Community Health Centres or Hospital 
Social Work Departments
Refer to your local directory

Australian Centre for Grief and Bereavement
 www.grief.org.au

Kids Help Line
24/7 phone, email and web counselling 
support for children and young people

 1800 55 1800
 www.kidshelp.com.au

Seasons for Growth Program
Groups to assist children, young people and 
adults dealing with grief and loss

 02 8912 2700
 www.goodgrief.org.au

This brochure was produced by The Salvation Army Counselling 
Service for Creightons Funeral Service. It is off ered as a guide only 
and does not replace personal grief counselling from a trained 
professional. If you or someone you know is experiencing diffi  culty 
understanding or coping with grief, please contact one of the 
organisations outlined in this brochure.
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