
After a Loved One Dies� 
How Children Grieve
And how parents and other  
adults can support them



After a Loved One Dies�How Children Grieve
And how parents and other adults can support them

Written by David J. Schonfeld, MD 
and Marcia Quackenbush, MS, MFT, CHES
Dr. Schonfeld is Director of the National Center for School Crisis and Bereavement at Cincinnati Children�s Hospital Medical Center,  
which was established by a generous grant from the September 11th Children�s Fund and National Philanthropic Trust.  
www.cincinnatichildrens.org/svc/alpha/s/school-crisis

Copyright ' 2009 New York Life Foundation. Permission is granted for educational and non-pro�t use of these materials, with  
acknowledgment. All other rights reserved. Published by the New York Life Foundation, 51 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10010.  
email: NYLFoundation@newyorklife.com

	 This publication was supported by a generous  
	 grant from the New York Life Foundation. 

The information contained in this booklet is not intended as a substitute for your health professional�s 
opinion or care. You and your children have unique needs which may not be addressed in this book-
let. If you have concerns, be sure to seek professional advice.



Dear Reader,

Protecting families and providing them �nancial security is at the heart of New York Life�s 
mission. But we also recognize the tremendous emotional toll suffered by family members � 
especially children � when they lose a parent, sibling or other loved one. 

We believe this informative booklet can be of value to parents and other caregivers as they 
help children cope with their grief and fear following a death in the family. It was prepared with 
the assistance of some of the nation�s most respected authorities on this important topic.   
I think you will �nd their suggestions sensible and their wisdom reassuring.

Helping young people grieve, heal and grow is part of New York Life�s long-term philanthropic 
commitment to assisting children in need.                          

I wish you the comfort that can be found in helping young hearts heal.

 

Theodore A. Mathas

Chairman, President and CEO 
New York Life











1.	 Death is irreversible.
In cartoons, television shows and movies, children see characters �die� and then come back to 
life. In real life, this is not going to happen.

Children who don�t fully understand this concept may view death as a kind of temporary separa-
tion. They often think of people who have died as being far away, perhaps on a trip. Sometimes 
adults reinforce this belief by talking about the person who died as having �gone on a long 
journey.� Children may feel angry when their loved one doesn�t call or return for important occa-
sions.

If children don�t think of the death as permanent, they have little reason to begin to mourn. 
Mourning is a painful process that requires people to adjust their ties to the person who has 
died. An essential �rst step in this process is understanding and, at some level, accepting that 
the loss is permanent.

2.	 All life functions end completely at the time of death.
Very young children view all things as living�their sister, a toy, the mean rock that just 
�tripped� them. In day-to-day conversations, adults may add to this confusion by talking about 
the child�s doll being hungry or saying they got home late because the car �died.�

Imaginative play with children is natural and appropriate. But, while adults understand that 
there�s a difference between pretending a doll is hungry and believing the doll is hungry, this  
difference may not be clear to a very young child. 

Young children are sometimes encouraged to talk to a family member who has died. They may 
be told their loved one is �watching over them� from heaven. Sometimes children are asked to 
draw a picture or write a note to the person who died that can be placed in the cof�n. 

These comments can be confusing and even frightening to some children. If the person who 
has died could read a note, does it mean he or she will be aware of being in the cof�n? Will the 
person realize he or she has been buried?

Children may know that people can�t move after they�ve died, but believe this is because the 
cof�n is too small. They may know people can�t see after death, but believe this is because it is 
dark underground. These children may become preoccupied with the physical suffering of the 
deceased.

When children can correctly identify what living functions are, they can also understand that 
these functions end completely at the time of death. For example, only living things can think, be 
afraid, be hungry or feel pain. Only living things have a beating heart, or need air to breathe.
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3.	 Everything that is alive eventually dies. 
Children may believe that they and others close to them will never die. Parents often reassure 
children that they will always be there to take care of them. They tell them not to worry about 
dying themselves. This wish to shield children from death is understandable. But when a death 
directly affects children, this reality can no longer be hidden from them. When a parent or other 
signi�cant person has died, children will usually fear that others close to them�perhaps every-
one they care about�will also die.

Children, just like adults, struggle to make sense of a death. If they do not understand that 
death is an inevitable part of life, they will make mistakes as they �gure out why this particular 
death occurred. They may assume it happened because of something bad they did or some-
thing they failed to do. They may think it happened because of bad thoughts they had. This 
leads to guilt. They may assume the person who died did or thought bad things, or didn�t do 
something he or she should have done. This leads to shame.

These reactions make it dif�cult for children to adjust to the loss. Many children don�t want to 
talk about the death because it will expose these terrible feelings of guilt and shame. 

When you talk to your children about this concept, let them know you are well, and that you are 
doing everything you can to stay healthy. Explain that you hope and expect to live a very long 
time, until your children are adults. This is different from telling children that you or they will 
never die.

4.	 There are physical reasons someone dies.
Children must understand why their loved one died. If children don�t understand the real reason 
their loved one has died, they are more likely to come up with explanations that cause guilt or 
shame.

The goal is to help children feel they understand what has happened. Offer a brief explanation, 
using simple and direct language. Take your cues from your children, and allow them to ask for 
further explanations. Graphic details aren�t necessary and should be avoided, especially if the 
death was violent.
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