
  

How they react 
 

 Feeding and sleep 
disturbance 

 Lack of responsiveness 
 Extreme reaction to change 
 Stranger anxiety 
 Fearful of nonresidential 

parent 
 Searching for missing loved one 
 
 

What they need 
 
 Consistent loving care giver 
 Establish consistent and secure 

routine 
 Provide familiar objects 
 Provide reassurance 
 Where possible keep contact 

but be alert to child protection 
issues 

 Reassurance  

Very Young Children 

How they react 
 

 Regression, bedwetting, 
tantrums, refusing food, fear 
of dark, sleep problems 

 Irritability/confusion 
 Not able to express feelings 
 Preoccupied with 'death 

playing' 
 Too good, over compliant 
 Aggressive or withdrawn with 

other children 
 Fear of losing other parent 

Who is next? 

 

 

What they need 
 

 Consistent routine 
 Patience 
 Talk about loved one. Be 

honest. Have photos of absent 
person. 

 Provide paint, play dough etc 
 Explain rituals, use stories, talk 

about feelings, reassure them 
they are loved 

 Provide contact with other 
children 

 Encourage non-residential 
parent to maintain contact 

Three to Five Years 
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How they react 
 

 Denial, sadness, crying 
 Increased anxiety, 

restlessness 
 Feeling rejected, low self- esteem, 

depression 
 Becoming adult 
 Physical illness, accidents 
 Yearning for absent parent 
 Acting out, being 'naughty' 
 M agical thinking 
 Guilt feelings 
 Insecurity and uncertainty 

 

What they need 
 

 Comfort, reassure — it's ok to cry 
 Inform school of situation 
 Assist them communicate 
 Don't place too much 

responsibility on them 
 Listen 
 Provide artwork, stories 
 Take their fears seriously, 
 Be honest 

Six to Nine Years 

How they react 
 

 Inconsolable mourning 
 Eating, sleeping problem, 

nightmares 
 Angry wi th parents  
 Physical symptoms, head/

stomach/breathing 
 Asking detailed questions 
 Changes in social behaviour  
 Afraid and helpless  
 Concerns other parent might 

die/leave 
 Difficulties at school  
 Take on responsibi l i t ies 
 Concern with own feelings — 

who will teach me to fish? 
 

What they need 
 

 Listen, Talk about death or loss 
 Provide 'alone time' and space 
 Facilitate memorials-photos, etc 
 Comfort, acknowledge their 

thoughts and feelings 
 Reassure these responses are 

normal, appropriate stories 
 Be honest  
 Be pat ient  
 Set clear boundaries 
 Helps identify trusted people 
 Provide physical activities 
 Don't overburden 

 

Nine to Twelve Years 
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How they react 
 

 Withdrawal from family 
 Impulsive behaviour 
 Disillusionment about life and 

marriage 
 Uncertainty about their role in 

family and their identity 
 School problems-absenteeism 
 Anti-social behaviour, risk- 

taking, substance abuse, anger 
 Denial 
 Feeling unloved, guilt  
 Promiscuity 
 Secret gr ieving 
 Feeling abandoned, 
 Mood swings 

 
What they need 

 
 Listen, be there, allow privacy, 

information about support 
networks 

 Reasonable limits 
 Access to both parents if possible 
 Tell school 
 Reasonable expectations 
 Reassure, provide information, 

explain reactions are normal 
 Encourage supportive friendships 
 Role model [including forgiveness if 

appropriate] 

Adolescence and Teens 

Resources\Children\Reactions and needs at different ages 


