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Understanding Grief Reactions in Children and Teenagers 
 
Grief is a very personal and unique experience. Children often struggle to make sense of their loss as they 
try to conceptualize that their loved one will not be returning to them. They grapple with the same 
feelings and emotions adults experience when a person we care about has died. One of the most difficult 
tasks for a grieving child is to learn how to incorporate loss into his life and to find a way to go on living 
after the person has died. 
 
Regardless of their age, children can experience shock, denial, confusion, sadness, anger, blame, 
withdrawal, wishing, acceptance and healing. Children grieve differently at different ages. 
 
Keep in mind that younger children do not understand that death is final. Often times this concept does 
not resonate with a child until he is eight-ten years of age. Try and support your child based on his 
individual needs and his unique ability to comprehend the finality of death. It is not necessary to make 
any child believe that death is final. Understand that acquiring this information is a natural developmental 
process that will happen when a child is ready to accept the finality of death. 
 
It is not unusual for sadness to convert to anger and blame as children struggle to cope. These types of 
feelings can often range in intensity depending on a child’s personality and coping skills. Some children 
may act in the same manner as before; other children may become withdrawn and want to be left alone. 
You may also notice that your child expresses a variety of feelings through angry or emotional outbursts. 
This is often an effort to release grief. 
 
A typical response to loss for all ages is to imagine what it would be like if the death never occurred. This 
is a normal coping mechanism that provides a brief retreat from the pain of grief. Younger children may 
elaborately fantasize about how things could be different. This is a way for them to cope with their 
inability to control their environment or unexpected events around them. Incorporating healing from loss 
often occurs at various times for children of all ages. Healing is difficult to measure but inevitably leads 
to peace and/or acceptance. Some children have a higher tolerance for dealing with loss. Help your child 
heal by encouraging him to express his feelings safely. 
 
Keep in mind that there is no completely right or wrong way to talk with your child to help him cope. 
Grief is difficult for everyone. Always remember that you are the doing the best you can. 
 

Infants and Toddlers 
 

 • Might be cranky, clingy or cry excessively. 
 
 • May exhibit sleep disturbances. 
 
 • Are often anxious or upset when separated from caregivers. 
  
 • Sense a change in routine. 
  
 • React to the emotions of others around them. 
  
 • May develop a slight skin rash. 
  
 • Temper tantrums occur more unexpectedly. 
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 • Toddlers may regress in toilet training or demand a bottle or 
         pacifier.   

  
It is helpful to be consistent with regular routines and schedules as much as possible. This helps infants 
and toddlers expect some sense of control in unfamiliar circumstances. Caregivers who are able to stay 
physically close can help a young child feel safe and loved. 
 

Ages 3-6 years 
 

 • May display signs of feeling sad, anxious and scared. 
 
 • May be aggressive, cranky, excessively cry or tantrum. 
  
 • Have some understanding about death, but think it’s only temporary 
        and that the deceased person can/will  return. 
  
 • May think that they can physically go visit the person who died. 
     For example, having the ability to travel to heaven and return. 
  
 • Repeatedly may ask when the deceased person will return. 
  
 • Feel like they somehow caused the death or could have prevented it. 
 
 • Act out feelings, fears and misconceptions while playing. 
 
 • May regress to baby talk or thumb sucking. 
  
 • May experience abdominal pain or have difficulty describing where their body hurts and why. 
  
 • May have trouble concentrating at school and may experience daydreams. 
  
 • May appear unaffected by the loss.  

 
Make sure children at this age know that they did not cause the death. Use simple terms and explanations 
and avoid giving more information than a child is seeking. This age will have minimal tolerance for 
sitting still for a lengthy explanation about what does not affect them personally.  

 
Ages7-9 years 
 
• May deny that the death occurred.  
 
• May have nightmares. 
 
• Beginning to understand that death is final. 
 
• Needs or wants more details about how the person died. 
 
• Fearful that other loved ones will die. 
 
• May exhibit trouble concentrating, especially at school. 
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• Believe that people can escape death. 
 
Reassure children of this age that there will always be someone to care for them. Talk to a child about the 
reasons why people die and encourage him to ask questions. A parent can validate a child’s grief by 
identifying their own feelings and labeling what he/she observes about the child’s grief reactions.  

 
 
Ages 10-12 years 
 
• May display feelings of anger, guilt, fear or confusion. 
 
• Are at risk for becoming aggressive or violent. 
 
• Often deny feelings of sadness or insist that they don’t care. 
 
• May withdraw from others and try to hide their feelings. 
 
• Understand that death is inevitable and happens to everyone. 
 
• Difficulties concentrating, especially in school. 
 
• Could be overly-emotional and difficult to console. 
 
• May experience nightmares. 
 
• Realize that things around them change because of death. 

 
This age often thinks that death happens to other people and that it should not be happening to someone 
they know or love. They may become especially concerned that something may happen to the people who 
take care of them. Communicate openly with children in this age group by asking them if they have any 
questions and answering them the best you can. Encourage youngsters to express their feelings safely and 
to talk about their concerns or worries. 

 
 
Teenagers  
 
• May display an over-exaggerated outpouring of emotion. 
 
• Sometimes react by taking care of others. 
 
• May feel angry or guilty. 
 
• Are fascinated by death and may become preoccupied with it. 
 
• Will say they don’t need any help, but want adults to offer   
  reassurance and comfort. 
 
• Act like they don’t want to talk about death. 
 
• May turn to drugs, alcohol or risky behaviors to cope. 
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• May experience chronic depression and restlessness. 
 
• Often experience difficulties sleeping, eating and concentrating. 

 
Teenagers feel invincible and often participate in reckless behaviors that challenge death. When a 
teenager experiences death, whether it be of someone close to them or not, their bubble of invincibility is 
likely to burst. Often teenagers fantasize about death, including their own. They do not have a true sense 
of the finality of death, even though they have more life experience than younger children. They often 
think that death won’t happen to them or anyone they know.  
 
Teenagers may insist on participating in a wake, funeral or memorial service or refuse to attend. In 
addition they often feel the need to outwardly express their grief when someone has died. They seek 
comfort from their friends, but still want adults to offer sympathy and inquire about how they are coping.  
 
 

HOW DO I KNOW IF MY CHILD IS HAVING PROBLEMS GRIEVING? 
   

Children of all ages may exhibit a wide variety of behaviors as part of the grieving process. It is normal if 
they display symptoms that range in intensity, however this could become problematic. Keep in mind that 
children often grieve longer than adults and their grief is often very sporadic throughout their growing 
years. Younger children for instance have the ability to put aside their grief in order to play or complete 
tasks. Older children often have more difficulties coping and may require additional support.  
 
Children and teenagers go through many developmental changes over the years that influence their grief 
processes. For instance, it is not unusual for a toddler who experiences the death of a parent to continually 
revisit his grief until he reaches adulthood. As a pre-schooler, he may seek comfort through play and 
make-believe to make sense of his loss. By age six he may notice that many other children his age have a 
mommy “and” a daddy. At age ten he may now fully realize that his deceased parent will not return and 
that all death is final.   
 
Pre-teens may experience intense feelings of grief and wish that their deceased parent could cheer them 
on at their baseball game. Teenagers may feel a deep sense of loss as they realize that their deceased 
parent won’t physically be present at their graduation. You may notice that children have particular 
difficulties dealing with grief several years after the loss has occurred. Children that have had significant 
losses at a young age often benefit from being with other children who have experienced a similar loss.  It 
is also helpful to contact a child’s school teacher, nurse and guidance department to inform them that your 
child is grieving. Check in with the school periodically to gauge how your child is coping through his 
grief process.  
 
If you or those who work at the school notice a child’s grief symptoms have continuously increased in 
intensity rather than decreased over time it may indicate a need to seek outside support. Trust your 
instincts about how your child is coping. Most children will progress through the grief process naturally 
with a varied amount of reactions that eventually include incorporating the loss into their life through 
healing.  
 
Highly dramatic or on-going disturbances in sleeping, eating, socializing or behavior may require 
professional assistance. In addition, should you suspect the use of drugs or alcohol, violence or the 
mention of suicide, consult with a professional immediately.   
 
We all experience many different types of loss throughout our lives, some more painful than others. You 
have learned many different ways to help children and teens cope and continue living after a loved one or 
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pet dies. In addition to supporting them, remember that whenever possible tangible keepsakes, reminders 
about what the person was like and stories that involved the deceased can become precious to those left 
behind. Embracing the grief process gives everyone the gift of hope for tomorrow. All children and teens 
can benefit from adults who can help them validate, remember and commemorate their loss. 
 
 

 
ACTIVITIES TO HELP YOU REMEMBER YOUR SPECIAL PERSON WHO DIED 

 
◊   Make a goodbye poster, goodbye picture or goodbye card. You can even pretend that you are 

writing to your special person who died.  
 
 ◊   Create a special story book or memory book. Fold some paper in half or use a 
  notebook or journal to make your book. Be sure to decorate the cover! 
 
 ◊ Make a photo album or scrapbook. 
 
 ◊ Plant some flowers, a tree, or a whole entire garden in memory of your special 
  person who died. 
 

◊ Make a memory box. Decorate a wooden box or old shoe box. Inside you can put things that 
remind you of your special person who died. 

 
◊ Have a special goodbye party or create your own memorial service. Include poems or special 

prayers. Plant some flowers or just talk about the person who died. 
 

◊ Draw pictures about your funniest time, favorite time, saddest time or happiest  time with the 
person who died. Draw your dreams or nightmares. Draw or paint a picture of your special person 
who died the way you’d like to remember them. 

 
 ◊ Keep a journal and write down your thoughts.  
 

◊ Read books about death to help you understand the way kids feel when someone they love has 
died. 

 
◊ Create a collage about the person who died. Decorate a piece of paper or poster board by using 

pictures from magazines that remind you of your time together or use photographs (after you get 
permission from a grown-up) and glue them to your paper/poster. 

 
 ◊ Write a poem.  
 

◊ Create an online legacy or webpage. 
 
 ◊ Share your memories with someone else you love. 


