
for grieving families

Insight into Grieving Children
We often receive inquiries from families or friends of grieving families & we ask, “How are the 
children?”  More times than not the response is, “I think they are doing well.”  Below are some 
things to consider during the months after a child has experienced a death.

Children grieve differently than adults. 
Unlike adults, children grieve in small chunks of time.  Their grief can be intense for a few 
minutes and then they can return to their baseline rather quickly.  Grief in children often  
lasts longer than the behavioral expression.  Adults may mistakenly think that the child  
is no longer grieving, when in fact they still are.

Children play out their grief.
Often times children play out their grief and emotions.  Do not be concerned if the child’s play 
involves themes about death or illness.  This is normal and healthy.  Children tend to play out 
things that are confusing.  Provide opportunities for play in quiet forms, such as painting & 
drawing.  Also provide opportunities to express energy such as throwing water balloons or 
kickball.  Because “play is a child’s work,” if a child seems to have lost interest in play, it may  
be helpful to find extra grief support from a professional counselor.      

Children learn coping skills from the adults in their life.
We encourage adults to model healthy coping.  This means modeling all the emotions 
that come with grief and teaching healthy ways to cope with those feelings.  Narrating your 
experience can help children learn that what they feel is normal.  For example, “Mommy  
was just thinking about Daddy, I miss him so I started to cry.  It is ok to cry when you feel sad. 
You know what makes me feel better?  When i remember a funny memory.  Do you remember 
a funny memory?”
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Use time in the car or quiet time to connect & remember.
During these times model what healthy coping looks like. You can say, “Today, I felt sad so I 
looked at a picture of_________.” Then you can ask, “When you feel sad about missing _________, 
what do you do?”

Pay attention to symptoms and regression.
Behaviors can sometimes reveal where a child is in their grief.  Children do not always express 
these feelings verbally.  Children may regress in behavior such as “baby talk” or wetting  
the bed. Children may also have symptoms of headaches or belly aches. This is normal in  
children for the first year after the death. These behaviors are showing you that there may  
be unresolved grief.  

Finally, remembering children grieve very differently than adults will help during the  
months after a child has experienced a death. We hope you find these insights into  
a grieving child helpful. 
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