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Helping a child with loss 
When a loss comes into a child's life, there are four things that parents can do to 
help a child cope with the loss: provide information, give permission, offer support 
and model healthy coping. 

Provide Information 
Children need to be informed about situations that affect their lives. If children are 
not informed, they will often make up explanations that makes sense to them but do 
not fit the situation—"He didn't go pee pee before he went in the water; that's why 
he drowned" or "It's my fault that my parents got divorced." The challenge is to 
avoid the temptations of saying too little or saying too much. The loss needs to be 
explained in simple language without long initial explanations. Darcie Sims, grief 
counselor and writer, recommends that the adult watch the eyes of the child to see 
when they indicate that no more information can be taken in and it's time to stop 
talking. She recommends giving a simple statement of what happened such as 
"Grandpa died last night" and then watch the child's eyes and be guided by their 
questions. After giving a child the basic information, the parent can then follow the 
lead of the child about how much more information is needed at that time. 

Give Permission 
In order for children to feel comfortable asking questions and talking about 
emotional topics, they need permission from adults to bring up these issues. 
Permission is given with words and actions. A six year old girl began to cry when 
playing with a video game that belonged to her older brother who had recently died. 
Her parents comforted her and told her that she could talk about her brother any 
time. She responded that she didn't think she was supposed to talk about him 
because they never did. 

Part of giving permission is also allowing a child to continue to play and be involved 
in normal childhood activities. Children need to learn both that it is OK to be upset 
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about a situation and that it is OK to feel good and have fun even though something 
or someone very special has been lost. Adults need to give permission for both kinds 
of responses. 

Offer Support 
When a child is upset and hurting emotionally, we parents want to be able to make 
the pain go away. Sometimes there is no way to take the pain away, but parents can 
offer support. Support does not change the cause of the pain, but it does help the 
child to share the pain and feel less alone. Whether the cause is the loss of a special 
friendship, separation of the parents or the death of a friend or family member, it is 
difficult to be in the presence of a child's distress. What the child needs is our caring 
and non-anxious presence so that our anxiety about feeling helpless does not 
discourage them from sharing their thoughts and feelings. 

Model Healthy Coping 
A parent is often a child's first teacher about how to handle loss. No matter what is 
told to a child about how to cope, the old saying continues to hold true, "Actions 
speak louder than words." If the parent says it's OK to talk about a loss, then the 
parent will need to bring up the subject from time to time—"I sure do miss Grandma 
around this time of year—she would already be starting her garden." 

A powerful and needed lesson that may only be taught by example is that one can be 
sad and upset and still be strong. Often the word "strong" is used in a way that 
suggests that to "be strong" is to not show any emotion. A different and healthier 
message is that one can be strong by feeling the feelings that are present and still 
taking care of responsibilities—"I feel really sad, too, and may even cry, but I will still 
be here to take care of you." 

Parents cannot protect a child from all losses, but parents can help children 
understand what has happened, answer their questions (even when the answer is "I 
don't know"), offer support and show them healthy ways to cope. 
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Responding to a child's "why" questions 
following a death 
For both adults and children, "why" questions are sometimes the most difficult and 
this is because often there is not a good answer to a "why" question. Sometimes, 
however, "why" questions are practical questions that may have practical answers: 

"Why did she die, Daddy?" 

"Well, her heart stopped working, and when a person's heart stops working, she 
dies." 

Or 

"Mom, why did he die?" 

"The road was wet and very slick. The car slid off the road and crashed and his head 
got hurt so badly that he died." 

Practical "why" questions, while not easy to answer, can have fairly straightforward 
answers. The challenge here is to find the simple language needed and the courage 
to say the words to a questioning and grieving child. 

Of course there is another kind of "why" question. The making meaning, spiritual, big 
picture "why" question. "But why did she die? I didn't want her to." or "Why did he 
have to die?" These are harder because these are often our questions, too, and these 
questions usually defy simple answers. One thing that we as caring adults can do is 
help children avoid accepting "bad" answers to "why" questions. "Bad" answers are 
ones that are not fair to those involved: 

• "It was my fault—because of something I did, said or thought" when it really wasn't 

• "It was because he didn't love me anymore" when this was not the reason and not 
true 

• "It was someone else's fault" when it really wasn't 



 

Supporting a Grieving Child 
 

• "It was God's fault" when this is not consistent with our faith 

Sometimes children (and adults) want an answer to a "why" question so badly that 
they accept a "bad" answer. With no explanation or no answer, children can make up 
an answer to make sense of what happened. The answer they make up, however, is 
not likely to be true or fair to themselves or others. 

A five-year-old boy got angry and kicked the tricycle of his three-year-old brother, 
and he was a witness to this transgression. Later that day the father accidentally ran 
over the younger brother's tricycle with the family car which bent the tricycle and 
made it unfit to ride. The younger brother was not a witness to this event. When the 
younger brother did see his bent and unusable tricycle, he made sense out of what 
he saw—it was the older brother's fault. He saw was the older brother kick his 
tricycle, and the next time he saw it, it was bent and broken. From his experience 
and three-year-old perspective, it made perfect sense. It was, nevertheless, a "bad" 
answer to a "why" question. 

Many times the best answer to a "why" question is "I don't know." This can be the 
most honest and accurate answer possible. This answer also helps teach that there 
are mysteries in life and things that even adults don't know. Sometimes—and it may 
feel like too much of the time—we just don't know why something happens or why 
someone dies. Not knowing can be hard, but it is better than being unjustly 
burdened with the guilt or anger of a "bad" answer to a "why" question. 

Supporting a toddler or preschooler after a 
death 
"A toddler or preschooler really can't understand the death of a parent and kids are 
resilient, so there's not much we can or need to do for such a child." 

Sometimes we hear statements such as this and may be tempted to hold such beliefs 
ourselves, but our better selves generally know better. Children do not have to 
understand an event to be affected by it, and there are things that caring adults can 
do to help a child when an important person for the child has died. A toddler or 
preschooler may quickly understand that the person is not with them and that the 
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family is different, but there is much more to be understood. Children will need adult 
help to understand more and find ways to cope with such a loss. 

Here are some things to think about when trying to 
help a grieving toddler or preschooler after an 
important person to the child has died: 

 
• The child will need to be told that the person died and is dead. Being dead means the 

person's body does not work anymore—doesn't talk, move, feel hot or cold, get 
hungry or go to the bathroom. Since the parent is dead, the parent can't talk to us 
and be with us like before. 

• Metaphorical language for death—sleeping, gone away, etc. and religious 
language—gone to heaven, taken by God, etc.—will likely be confusing rather than 
comforting to such a young child. Simple, clear language using the words "died" and 
"dead" will help the child begin to understand this new reality for the child and 
family. 

• Explanations of how the person died need to be given simply and with care. As the 
child grows and matures, more information can be given to answer the child's 
questions. 

• The child will need assurance that someone will be there and take care of him or her. 
Adults may have to give extra comfort and reassurances to help the child feel less 
scared and anxious. 

• Helping the child remember the person will be a major task. Talking about the 
person and looking at pictures are ways to help the child have memories to keep. 
Making a photo album, scrapbook or memory book of the person may help the child 
have memories and understand more about the person as the child gets older. 

• Having memory objects—things which belonged to the parent or link the child to the 
person—can be very important to the child. 
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• As the child grows, it will be important to assure the child that it was not the child's 
fault that the person died. 

• A child will need to be told that while everyone—including adults—may be very sad 
and cry at times because the person died, adults will still be there to care for the 
child. 

• The example set by adults of what's OK to do or not do when feeling sad or upset will 
speak louder than any words. 

• Videotaping the funeral could be helpful for the child in the future. Having a 
videotape to view in years to come could be a welcome option when more questions 
arise about what kind of person the parent was. 

• There are many excellent books dealing with loss and grief to read with children. 

• Routine, familiar activities and structure can be very comforting and helpful for a 
child when such a significant change has occurred in the child's life. 

Children will grieve the loss of anyone with whom they have bonded, and they will 
feel the many feelings of grief on the inside. Children need adult help to guide them 
in ways to cope with such difficult feelings and to understand—at their age and 
maturity level—the death of an important person and the changes it brings. When a 
child experiences a person's death as a toddler or preschooler, the adult caregivers 
can know that the job of supporting the child and helping the child understand will 
continue throughout childhood. 

Preparing a child for adult emotions 
An almost universal desire for adults is to protect children from unnecessary pain, 
upset and struggles. Almost as universal is the desire to protect children from what 
may be necessary pain, upset and struggles. We want children's lives to be peaceful, 
predicable and happy and we want them to see us as capable, safe and calm. The 
younger the child the more likely the child will feel confident and sure that the 
grownups can fix any problem, answer any question and handle whatever comes our 
way. As grownups—as relative a term as will come along—we are understandably 
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more realistic about what we can and cannot handle and know that sometimes we 
can be overwhelmed. Usually, however, we don't want to be overwhelmed in front 
of the children. We want to keep up the illusion of our invulnerability for as long as 
possible, riding that horse until it drops. 

There are times, however, when grief comes hard to us as adults and we can't really 
keep up the façade of being above the fray. What do we do then? One option is to 
pretend that we're still in control and beyond the struggles and emotions of regular 
mortals. This option has its risks as we are actually not beyond such struggles and 
emotions and our children can pick up on the signs that it's a lot more difficult than 
we are letting on. 

A different option is to admit to our humanness and tell the children that we are sad 
and upset because that's the way people feel when sad and upsetting things 
happen—like when someone dies or someone is hurt badly or very sick. This means 
that they will sometimes see us be sad and upset. We may cry. We may look sad. We 
may not be as cheerful or energetic as usual. When we're more honest about the 
situation and how we feel, we can help children understand what they will be 
experiencing with us as opposed to the "pay no attention to the man behind the 
curtain" dissonance of what they hear from us and what they actually see. Along 
with this honesty is a need for reassurance. Even if we are sad and upset, we will 
continue to do our jobs as adults and insure that their needs are met—and then we 
let them see by our actions that this is true. It may not be service with a smile, but it 
can be honest, dependable and real. 

Patience in talking about heaven 
For adults whose religious tradition or spirituality includes a belief in heaven, this 
conviction is often a source of strength, hope and comfort. The vision of the one who 
has died in a place of peace and wholeness and the assurance of an eventual reunion 
with that one has provided immeasurable support to countless grievers. For these 
people in grief, finding comfort without the hope and belief in heaven can feel 
unimaginable. The concern for young children—especially preschool age children—is 
that the concept of heaven can sometimes be unimaginable. 
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Several years ago we had a death in our family when our daughter was three years 
old. We did our best to explain that the person who died was dead and so the person 
would not be around to talk to or play with--when you're dead, you stay dead. This 
was important as one day she had money in her hand and explained that she was 
going to give this to the person who died when he stopped dying. Our explanations 
seemed to make sense to her until Easter came. During Easter, she heard the story of 
a man who was dead but didn't stay dead. This story didn't make sense to her three 
year old mind and it struck me just how "big" and abstract concepts such as 
resurrection and heaven can be. 

We recognize that young children are concrete thinkers—just try to explain this 
statement—"young children are concrete thinkers" to a young child! Abstract 
thinking does come eventually, gradually and in fits and starts. The idea that 
someone is dead but also alive is an abstract concept as is the idea of heaven. Where 
exactly is heaven? If those who have died are there, why can't we visit them or why 
can't they come back and visit us? For a young child it may be difficult or even not 
possible to grasp the difference between heaven and another place they have never 
been—Dallas or Disney World or the North Pole. Even for we adult abstract thinkers, 
how would we describe where heaven is? 

When someone dies, the first concept is to understand is what being dead means. 
When a person is dead, the person no longer moves, talks, gets hungry, feels heat or 
cold or needs to go to the bathroom. When dead, the body does not do or function 
as before—this is often how we know that someone is dead. The second idea is that 
those of us still alive can feel upset and such feelings are perfectly natural. The third 
idea is that we can remember the person who died—talk about him or her, look at 
pictures, tell stories, etc. The basics are that when a person dies the person is dead 
and stays dead and people still alive can feel upset and remember the person. 

For families in which heaven is an important belief and source of comfort, we need 
to be patient and know that the older the child gets, the more we can emphasize and 
teach about heaven and the afterlife. Children need to be taught the important 
spiritual and religious beliefs of their families and lessons need to fit the 
comprehension level of the child—we don't have to explain everything at once. First 
comes the understanding of the basics of death and then the understanding of the 
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afterlife. Death, grief, remembering and then heaven. For young children, until 
heaven is more comfort than confusion, heaven can wait. 
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