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What Is Bereavement and Grief 

Bereavement is what we experience when someone important to us 

dies. When this happens, we go through a process known as ‘grief’ 

experiencing a range of emotions over time. The experience of 

bereavement and grief is different for everyone and there is no right or 

wrong way to feel. We might experience grief over the death of a family 

member, a friend, a teacher or a pet. 

 

We can sometimes have feelings of grief about other things like; 

 Moving schools 

 Changes to family life  

 When someone we know becomes ill 

 Changes to our usual way of life  

 

We will experience feelings of grief about all of these things.” 

 

 

Adapted from Mind (2020) https://www.mind.org.uk/information-

support/guides-to-support-and-services/bereavement/about-

bereavement/ 

 

This is a pack of resources to support children and their families 

who may be experiencing bereavement and grief. 

https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/guides-to-support-and-services/bereavement/about-bereavement/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/guides-to-support-and-services/bereavement/about-bereavement/
https://www.mind.org.uk/information-support/guides-to-support-and-services/bereavement/about-bereavement/
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Supporting Children through Loss 

Children and Young People will find experiencing bereavement and grief extremely 

difficult. Their lives have changed and they will be experiencing a lot of different feelings 

and thinking about their future. They may display changes in their behaviour and mood. 

Here are some things you can do to support them. 

 

Listen – Listen to what your child has to say and validate how they might be feeling. 

It’s okay for them to feel worried, angry or scared. Sometimes children may need a silent 

supportive space that gives them the opportunity to sit with their feelings. As long as they 

know you are there to listen it is ok to sit with your child in silence until they feel ready to 

talk. 

 

Talk to children honestly – Talk to them about facts and emotions. Consider 

their age and level of understanding. Discussing the situation will be an ongoing 

conversation. 

 

Be reassuring – Give children clear and accurate information about what has 

happened and what may happen next e.g. funeral arrangements. Acknowledge how they 

are feeling and encourage them to talk about their thoughts and feelings.  

 

Don’t make promises – Reassure them that they are loved and supported. Try 

not to make promises (e.g. Granny will be fine). Be open and honest. It’s okay to tell them 

you don’t know the answers to some of the questions they might have.  

 

Keep to a Routine – This can help bring some structure when normal life feels 

disrupted. Try to have regular mealtimes, school work, breaks, playtime and bedtime.  

 

Don’t be hard on yourself! – give yourself a break and try not to set unrealistic 

goals. Give children choices so that they can decide what they are doing as this will help 

them feel a sense of control over their lives. 

Adapted from Young Minds 
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Factors Affecting Grief 

Relationship with the 

person who has died 

Cause of death 

Reaction of other family 

members 

Your child’s age  

How curious your child is 

about the situation 

The nature of the death 

Family circumstances 

Religion or Culture 

 

Adapted from Robert Kempson (2019) ELSA 

Previous experiences of 

grief 
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The Grieving Process 

We often think of grief as having 5 stages all experienced one after 

another 

 

Denial – Anger – Bargaining – Despair – Acceptance 

 

However, there are many different ways people can experience 

grief. Below are just two ways we can think about how someone 

might experience grief. 

Grief can be like a ‘spiral of emotions’ (Shelley Gilbert, 2004). 

Grief can be journey from an ‘emotional black hole’ through to a range 

of feelings that re-occur and become less intense over time. Also 

recognising that people may experience moments of happiness along 

this journey.  

This spiral of emotions can be very confusing, particularly for children. 

It is important to be open and honest with children about the feelings 

they are experiencing and normalising their experiences as much as 

possible. 
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‘Growing Around Grief’ (Tonkin, 1996 and Monroe, 2009) 

Another way we can look at the grieving process is that the feelings 

we associate with grief do not become smaller over time. In fact, 

people adjust and learn to live with their grief. 

 

The image below illustrates this idea;  

Grief (the red ball) remains constant in size but the individual (the glass 

jar) grows learning to accommodate the grief in their lives.  

Grief doesn’t get any bigger or any smaller. It stays the same. However, 

our world gets bigger. 

 

“No-one wants their grief to shrink. It’s all they have left of the 

person who died. But if your world gets larger, then you can 

keep your grief as it is, but work around it” 

 

This is important to consider when supporting children and families 

through bereavement and helps us to look at how we talk about dealing 

with grief. They may not want their grief to go away or become small – 

we need to support people to grow with, and around, their grief. 

 

Models adapted from Robert Kempson (2019) ELSA Training Materials  

 

 

http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCKWTooXfpccCFQRWGgod4OADWg&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-plain-dream-jar-2.html&ei=72LMVeXfNISsaeDBj9AF&bvm=bv.99804247,d.d2s&psig=AFQjCNF2xuSv2Md0-pwjahAPT1GGsAxJmw&ust=1439544414125761
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCKWTooXfpccCFQRWGgod4OADWg&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-plain-dream-jar-2.html&ei=72LMVeXfNISsaeDBj9AF&bvm=bv.99804247,d.d2s&psig=AFQjCNF2xuSv2Md0-pwjahAPT1GGsAxJmw&ust=1439544414125761
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CAcQjRxqFQoTCKWTooXfpccCFQRWGgod4OADWg&url=http://www.clker.com/clipart-plain-dream-jar-2.html&ei=72LMVeXfNISsaeDBj9AF&bvm=bv.99804247,d.d2s&psig=AFQjCNF2xuSv2Md0-pwjahAPT1GGsAxJmw&ust=1439544414125761
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Each child and young person will react differently to a death. Every 

person’s experience of a bereavement is unique. Many children and 

young people will display outward behaviour changes when grieving, 

some may hardly have any reaction, some may not understand the 

situation and so struggle to know how to react.  

Children and young people’s reactions will vary depending on their age 

and developmental stage. For children with additional learning needs, we 

must consider their understanding of the situation to best support them 

through the experience of bereavement. 

A bereaved young person may display some of the following 

behaviours: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is important to remember that these behaviour changes may not 

happen straight after the death but could happen at a later time. 

Adapted from Robert Kempson (2019) ELSA Training Materials 

Reactions to Death  

Social withdrawal 

Anxiety about safety of 

self & others 

Developmental regression 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.clipart.email%2Fclipart%2Fchild-headache-clipart-78306.html&psig=AOvVaw2LXhPG_sV9ltrU2aaDDmX5&ust=1588160123812000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCLCw_tKDi-kCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.istockphoto.com%2Fvector%2Fsad-little-girl-sitting-alone-with-her-teddy-bear-gm908944626-250365426&psig=AOvVaw1iZ66gmeJ0AYMqPF6JYT0y&ust=1588160367801000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCICU-MiEi-kCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
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Here are some broad generalisations about how children may 

respond to death at different ages and stages 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adapted from Bracknell Forest Council (2020) Coronavirus and Bereavement Pack 

0-2 years:  

Very young children do not understand 

about death but will experience the loss as 

separation. They may become withdrawn 

with excessive crying. Their emotional state 

will be affected by the people around them. 

Therefore, normality and routine are 

important. 

2-5 years:  

Children of this age will perceive death as 

being reversible and may also feel a sense of 

guilt that they were somehow the reason that 

a person has died. Children are significantly 

affected by the emotions of family members. 

They can experience nightmares, trouble 

sleeping, eating problems and aggressive 

behaviour. 

6-12 years:  

Children want to view death as reversible but 

are starting to understand that death is final. 

They may not fully understand their emotional 

reaction to the death which may include 

feelings of fear and guilt. Behaviour may 

include immature reactions, challenging 

behaviour as well as physical manifestations of 

emotional pain like headaches and stomach 

aches. 

13-18 years:  

Young people at this age range will possess an 

adult-like concept of death. Their reaction and 

emotions in response to the death may be 

heightened. Reactions may include anger, 

depression and defiant behaviour. The death 

of someone close to them may cause them to 

reflect on the meaning of life or alternatively 

they may withdraw and hide their feelings. 

https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.vectorstock.com%2Froyalty-free-vector%2Fboy-in-nappy-crawling-adorable-smiling-baby-vector-12462799&psig=AOvVaw3OOt9sQrt1TeJr7kkl1C6L&ust=1588171867841000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCIC3vbivi-kCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=i&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.jing.fm%2Ficlip%2Fu2q8w7t4r5e6y3w7_blonde-family-cliparts-blonde-toddler-boy-clipart%2F&psig=AOvVaw1aW0rFC3ydJVsFzCnV5C8M&ust=1588172146159000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCMjk88Wwi-kCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAK
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How You Can Help  

Adapted from Winston’s Wish  
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Children’s Self-Help Guide   
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Books: 

DEATH and LOSS –  

Badger’s Parting Gifts by Susan Varley 

The Day the Sea Went Out and Never Came Back by Margot Sunderland (suitable 

for ages 4-12) 

Muddles, Puddles and Sunshine: Your Activity Book to Help When Someone Has 

Died by Diana Crossley  

Sad Book by Michael Rosen  

The Little Book of Bereavement for Schools by Ian Gilbert  

Websites: 

https://www.cruse.org.uk/ - bereavement support and information 

https://www.winstonswish.org/ - support for bereaved children and their families 

https://www.griefencounter.org.uk/ - online support for children experiencing 

bereavement  

https://apartofme.app/ - an app that gives children and young people the safe space 

to grieve 

Bereavement Support Lines: 

Childline 0800 1111 https://childline.org.uk/ 

Cruse 0808 808 1677 https://www.cruse.org.uk/ 

Child Bereavement UK 0800 028 8840 https://www.childbereavementuk.org/ 

 

Useful Resources and Links 

https://www.cruse.org.uk/
https://www.winstonswish.org/
https://www.griefencounter.org.uk/
https://apartofme.app/
https://childline.org.uk/
https://www.cruse.org.uk/
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/

