
 

 
 

BEREAVEMENT NEEDS OF GRIEVING CHILDREN 
 

Adequate information 
Children need information that is clear and comprehensible. A child's understanding of death 
depends on his or her ability to deal conceptually with abstractions, such as finality and 
irreversibility. This understanding also depends on previous experiences with deaths or other 
persons and animals. When children do not have sufficient information, they will make up a 
story to fill in the gaps. 

Fears and Anxieties Addressed 
Children need to know they will be cared for. The death of a parent often elicits a primitive 
anxiety that one will not survive without one's parent- this same fear can also be experienced 
by adults. Not only do children fear for the safety of their one remaining parent, but they fear 
for their own safety as well. Children who are given consistent discipline after parental death 
are less anxious than those for whom discipline becomes lax. 

Reassurance They Are Not To Blame 

Bereaved children may wonder, "Did I cause it to happen?” These children need to know that 
they did not cause the death out of their anger or shortcomings. 

Careful Listening 
Children have fears, fantasies, and questions and need a person who will hear them out and 
not minimize their concerns. Many of the questions that arise around a death are complex, and 
it is important not to give children superficial answers, even though this can be awkward for 
adults. 

Validation of Individual's Feelings 

Feelings must be acknowledged and respected as valid. It is very easy to tell a child how he or 
she should feel, and the temptation increases as adults try to protect themselves against 
feeling helpless. Children need to express their thoughts and feelings in their own way. It is 
easy for a bereaved parent to forget this and to expect that each child will express grief in the 
same way or on a similar timetable. 

Help With Overwhelming Feelings 

Children need help in dealing with emotions that are too intense to be expressed. The death 
of a parent can elicit very strong feelings that become displaced as aberrant behaviour 
patterns. The most common feelings expressed by bereaved children are sadness, anger, 
anxiety and guilt. 

Involvement and Inclusion 

Children need to feel important and involved before the death as well as afterwards. The 
youngest children in the family are frequently those who feel the least important and involved. 

Continued Routine Activities 

Children need to maintain age appropriate interests and activities.  Children worry about 
whether they will have to attend school the day of the funeral, or who will accompany them to 
the bathroom. These and various other concerns are developmentally appropriate but they can 
be misunderstood by adults in the context of bereavement. 

Modelled Grief Behaviours 
Learning theory tells us that modelled behaviour is one of the most potent sources of learning. 
Children learn how to mourn by observing mourning behaviour in adults. They need to be with 
adults who can model appropriate grieving. One way to ensure a good adaptation to a loss is 
for adults to show children it is all right to remember the deceased and to discuss these 
memories, both good and bad, as well as to talk about what they will miss or not miss about 
the person. 

Opportunities to Remember 

Children need to be able to remember and to memorialise the lost parent not only after the 
death but continuously as they go through the remaining stages of life. 



IDENTIFYING CHILDREN FOR PROFESSIONAL EVALUATION 
 
In the Child Bereavement Study it was found that, while bereaved children show a variety of 

behaviours, many of the so-called "disturbed behaviours" are short lived and drop out on 

their own without any intervention. The focus should not be on the presence of a symptom or 

behaviour but on its duration. If any of the following red-flag behaviours continue for several 

months, a professional evaluation should be warranted. 
 

 If the child has persisting difficulty talking about the dead parent, this can be a 

sign for further investigation. 

 Aggressive behaviour is not uncommon after a loss but should be monitored. If the 

aggressive behaviour persists or takes the form of property destruction, then this child 

should be evaluated. 

 As with aggression, it is not uncommon for a child to feel anxiety after the death of a 

parent.  For most children this anxiety attenuates over time.  However, if anxiety 

persists for the child, and especially if the child clings to the surviving parent or 

exhibits phobic behaviour about going to school, then evaluation is warranted. 

 Some children express their grief through somatic complaints such as stomach- 

aches, headaches, and the like. Most of these physical symptoms are self-limiting, but 

if a child experiences prolonged bodily distress after a parent's death or if the child 

develops psychosomatic problems, then evaluation is in order. 

 It is not uncommon for children to experience sleeping difficulties after the death of 

a parent. If sleep disturbance persists for a number of months, the child should be 

evaluated by a professional. The same would hold true if the child experiences 

persisting nightmares. 

 Eating disturbance may be a sign of clinical depression, both overeating and not 

eating well. Eating behaviour is so variable in children that this sign must be looked at 

with some caution - one must not rush to the conclusion that a problem exists. 

 One should be concerned when a child shows marked social withdrawal after a 

death, wanting to be by him or herself, particularly when this pattern was not present 

prior to the death. This is not so worrisome in the short term, but if such behaviour 

persists, it might be worthy of evaluation. 

 School  difficulties  or serious  academic  reversal  can  be  a  sign  of  poor 

adaptation to a loss. 

 Persistent self-blame or guilt following a death should also lead to concern. Guilt, 

along with an overall sense of unworthiness, is often found in clinical depression and 

is sometimes the characteristic distinguishing depression from grief. 

 The child who is showing self-destructive behaviour or who is expressing a desire 

to die should always be referred regardless of the length of time. Although this 

behaviour is less common, it must be taken seriously. 

From: Worden, J.W. (1996). Children and Grief: When a Parent Dies. New York: Guilford Press 
 

Research prepared by Seasons for Growth International Office 

for Seasons for Growth Trainers 
 
 
 

Resources/Children & Teens/Children/Bereavement needs of grieving children 


