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Our Mission  
The Dougy Center provides support in a safe place where 
children, teens, young adults, and their families grieving a death 
can share their experiences.

We provide support and training locally, nationally and 
internationally to individuals and organizations seeking to assist 
children in grief. We are supported solely through private support 
from individuals, foundations and companies. The Dougy Center 
does not charge a fee for its services.
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Introduction  
This guidebook was written and published by The Dougy Center, 
The National Center for Grieving Children & Families. Since 
1982, we’ve worked with thousands of children, teens, and their 
family members who have experienced the death of a parent, 
adult caregiver, sibling, or teen friend. 
 
The information presented here is compiled from the real-life 
stories of the children, teens and their parents. Too often, our 
society fails to support young people and adults after a death. 
They experience isolation and misunderstanding because people 
pressure them to “move on,” “put this experience behind” and 
“go on.” We wrote this guidebook to help those who want to 
better understand how grief affects children and ways to support 
them. 
 
This book is dedicated to the thousands of children, teens and 
adults, who courageously shared their pain and their stories. 
They, the grievers, have been our best teachers at The Dougy 
Center.
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Six basic principles about children and grief

1 Grief is a natural reaction to loss 
 
When a person dies, those who are impacted by the death 
experience grief. This is true for infants through adults, although 
the grief will vary from person to person. For some, grief may 
not feel natural, in part because we cannot always control our 
response or the experience. The sense of being out of control may 
be overwhelming or frightening, yet grieving is natural, normal, 
and healthy.

2 Each person’s experience is unique 
 
While theories and models of the grieving process may provide 
a helpful framework for understanding grief, the path itself is 
solitary and unique one for every individual. No book, article or 
grief therapist can predict or prescribe exactly what a child, teen, 
or adult will—or should—go through or experience. Those who 
wish to assist people in grief do best by walking with them, in the 
roles of listener and learner, allowing grievers to teach them about 
their unique experiences. 

3 There are no right and wrong ways to grieve 
 
Coping with a death does not follow a defined pattern or set 
of rules. There is no right or wrong way to grieve. There are, 
however, helpful and unhelpful choices and behaviors. Some 
choices and behaviors are constructive, life-affirming actions, 
while others are destructive and harmful, causing long-term 
complications. Because the sheer pain of loss often feels “crazy,” it 
may be challenging to decide which thoughts, feelings and actions 
are helpful, and which are not. Usually, grieving children get 
plenty of advice from others about what they should and shouldn’t 
do, feel, think and believe following a death. What they usually 
need more than advice is a non-judgmental, listening ear, helping 
them to sort through the options and alternatives.
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4 Every death is different, and will be experienced 
differently 
 
Children commonly react in different ways to the death of a 
parent, sibling, other relative or friend. It makes sense—each 
relationship meets different needs and is uniquely personal. Some 
grief literature addresses loss in an almost competitive way as if 
some losses are worse than others. You may read that the death of 
a child is the worst loss. Or that suicide is the hardest to get over. 
Comparisons about which death is the worst are not helpful and 
may lead to unrealistic expectations or demands. While people 
may speak for themselves about their experience, one cannot 
categorically say that any loss is worse than, or easier than, another.  
 
Within families every person may grieve very differently too. For 
example, one member may want to talk, another one may cry all 
the time, and another one may want to be alone. This can create 
additional stress and difficulty within an already-stressed family.  
Working to find ways to honor each person’s way of grieving can 
do much to lessen the stress.

5 Grief is influenced by many issues

There are many issues that impact how people grieve. Some of 
these include: the strength of social support systems (family, 
friends, community, colleagues); the nature of the death and how 
the griever interprets what happened; the nature of the connection 
with the person who died; and the emotional and developmental 
age of the griever. 
 

6 Grief changes over time, but it’s not something 
you have to get over. 
 
This is perhaps one of the least understood aspects of grief. It 
seems most people are anxious for us to put the loss behind us, 
to go on, to get over it. When a significant person dies, the death 
leaves a vacuum in the lives of those left behind. Life is never the 
same again. This doesn’t mean life can’t be joyful again, or that the 
experience of loss can’t be transformed into something positive, but 
grief does not have a magical ending time. People report pangs of 
loss, pain, or grief 40, 50 or 60 years after a death. 
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“I’ve had people say you’ve got to go on, you’ve got to get 
over this. I just want to shout ‘you’re wrong! Grief never 
ends!’ I don’t care what they say.” 
              -Philip, 13

Stages, phases, and tasks of grief 
 
Over the years, many professionals in the field of death and dying 
have attempted to come up with a conclusive model for how 
people grieve. One of the first and best known is Elisabeth Kubler-
Ross’ model of five stages that dying people experience: shock, 
denial, anger, bargaining, and acceptance. Kubler-Ross’ pioneering 
efforts to study the experience of terminally ill people has often 
been misunderstood and misapplied to those who are grieving.  
 
First, not all grievers experience each or all of the five stages. For 
example, some people do not experience anger when someone 
dies. They are often told by well-meaning others that until they get 
angry, they will never be able to move to the next stage and past 
the loss. This places an unfair burden on the vulnerable griever, 
and ignores one of the most basic principles of grief: every person 
grieves differently.
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Second, many people have misinterpreted the stages of grief as 
necessary and sequential—that one goes through denial, passing 
to anger, then bargaining, and so on. Kubler-Ross never intended 
the stages to be interpreted this way. Rather, she recognized that 
these stages were common to many terminally ill patients, and 
sometimes followed a pattern. She did not imply there was a 
correct way to grieve or that one stage would follow another. 
 
Other professionals have attempted to develop clearer and better 
models for understanding the grief process. Theories of “stages” 
and “tasks” of grief have evolved. Stage models concentrate on 
some of the common experiences of grievers and the stages they 
may go through. Task models refer to what tasks the griever needs 
to accomplish to proceed in their grief work along the healing 
path. 
 
As helpful as these models can be, they often confuse, rather than 
assist, people who are grieving, especially when attached to time 
frames. At The Dougy Center, we have received dozens of frantic 
calls from people who are terrified that their child or teen might 
have “missed a stage” and will have to go back and repeat it. Or 
they were told the stages take a year and then they’d feel better, 
but it’s been a year and they don’t feel better. Did they miss a stage 
or do it wrong?

“I read everything I could get my hands on about grief 
after my husband died. One thing I’ve learned is that 
there is no textbook way to get through it. I had to find 
my own way.” 
          -Georgia, 34

Models of grief are often mistaken for a map of grief. They do not 
outline the route; each person must travel their own way. There 
are common experiences, and often grievers find that sharing their 
experiences with others is helpful. Keep in mind though that grief 
by its nature is individual, and follows an often unpredictable 
course. 

How Do Children Grieve?  
Children tend to go in and out of grief  
Children’s experience of grief often differs from adults. While 
many adults describe the experience of grief as being in a fog for 
a period of time, children seem to bounce in and out of feelings of 
grief. Most children cannot sustain prolonged, intense periods of 
grief. 
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They may laugh one minute 
and cry the next. This may be 
confusing to adults, as it can 
be to the children themselves.

 
Not all children talk 
about their grief 
 
While adults and teens often 
talk about their feelings, 
thoughts, and experiences 
following a death, not all 
children are able to process 
their grief verbally (or choose 
not to). Some are too young 
or developmentally immature 
to connect words with 
their feelings and thoughts. 
Others simply are not verbal 
children. Many children 
act out their feelings and 
thoughts through play and 
other actions. Some become 
withdrawn, angry, aggressive, 

tense, stubborn, defiant or tearful. Children’s primary mode of 
communication is behavior. Because grief is a powerful experience, it 
creates energy in the body. That energy needs a place to go or a way 
to be expressed. Children express that energy through play, in high-
energy activities like running and jumping, and low-energy activities 
like drawing or playing a game.

Some children don’t seem to be affected at all

Some children don’t react much at all when they are told about a 
death. They may carry on with life as usual, and show no outward 
signs of being impacted. Their actions or reactions do not necessarily 
give us an accurate picture of their internal experience. Some children 
are not able to pinpoint how they feel. Rather, they express that 
they feel everything—angry, sad, happy, fearful, and hopeful —and 
occasionally that they feel nothing—listless, blah, or numb. 
 
Play is one way children make sense of their world

For many children their feelings and thoughts come out through 
play. Children attempt to make sense of their world through play. 
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When they paint or draw, put on puppet shows, dress up or play in 
the sand, they are working out their internal experiences. 

Some children express frustration and anger through hitting, biting 
or pushing, or hurting others. Some attempt to recreate a happier 
ending through playing the doctor who rescues the patient. Others 
take out their pain through hurting themselves, either for punishment 
or attention. 
 
Four-year-old Jamie started attending The Dougy Center 
two months after his mother died of a heart attack. Over 
the 13 months he participated, he would choose to go 
to the playroom and play with a wooden train set. He 
patiently connected the tracks in various configurations, 
thoughtfully assembled the train and moved it around 
the tracks. Usually when it was time to go, Jamie would 
resist leaving. In the few sessions Jamie did not go to the 
playroom, he insisted on going upstairs, and would run 
to the playroom and touch the storage box where the 
train equipment was stored.  

One day the children were invited to bring memorabil-
ia of the person who died, to share in a group with the 
parents. When it was Jamie’s turn he shook his head, 
saying “I have a memory, but I’m not going to talk.” We 
assured him he did not have to talk or share. As another 
child and mother shared a memory, Jamie whispered 
something in his father’s ear. His father told the group 
that Jamie wanted him to share his memory. “Jamie 
remembers walking with his mom to the babysitter’s 
house.” Jamie interrupted him eagerly, continuing the 
memory. “Yep,” he said. “There was train tracks there. 
My mom helped me walk on the tracks. Sometimes we 
waited for a train to come by, and we counted the cars.” 
Then he smiled and sat down.
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Physical reactions are 
common 
 
The pain of loss is physical as well 
as emotional. Many children and 
teens experience physical reactions 
following a death. These can include: 
difficulty sleeping, restlessness, 
headaches, stomachaches, 
nightmares, increased colds or 
coughs; and regressive behaviors 
(bed-wetting, thumb-sucking, 
clinginess).  

Each of these is a normal response 
to a difficult situation. It’s the body’s 
way of saying, “Hey, I don’t like this. 
I’m not going to go on with business 
as usual.” These reactions are normal, 
but if physical and emotional 

symptoms persist, or if they disrupt daily functioning, they should be 
addressed by a medical professional or counselor. 
 

It’s not unusual for children to experience 
difficulties thinking or concentrating 
 
Many children have difficulties focusing after a significant death. 
Some are unable to concentrate at school because their mental 
energies are focused on the loss and the changes that have occurred. 
Many children struggle to pay attention at school. Their bodies 
are present, but their minds are drifting to events and experiences 
connected to the loss. Many children and teens have trouble 
completing homework. Grief itself requires a great deal of attention 
and energy which can deplete children’s resources for completing 
homework. Some children and teens experience a decrease in their 
academic performance, and their grades go down. Some children 
work compulsively to gain approval or achieve perfection. Teachers 
will often say that the child is just using the death as an excuse not to 
do his or her homework, or to get attention.
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Children & teens’ developmental level will 
influence their reactions to the death 
 
Children have different capabilities for understanding and dealing 
with a loss, depending on their developmental and emotional age. 
 
Their developmental age may be different from their actual age; 
we’ve all seen 12 year olds going on 8 and 10 year olds going on 16. 
In general, as they grow children increasingly develop the capacity 
for understanding what death means, how it impacts them and 
how to cope. As they enter different developmental stages, they will 
renegotiate what the loss means to them now. For the 5 year old 
whose mother dies, it means one thing at 5, another at 13, and quite 
another at 18. Children will re-experience and reinterpret the death 
as they encounter new experiences without the person who died, and 
as their emotional needs mature and change over time.
 
Behaviors may look different for different children and teens. 
Some become withdrawn and want to grieve alone; others become 
aggressive and act out their anger, frustration or other feelings. Still 
others become “very good.” They may take on a parental role, trying 
to fill the void for their surviving parent and siblings. 
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Children may believe they have seen or heard the 
person who died 
 
Many children and teens talk about seeing the person who has died, 
or hearing their voice. They may also have very vivid dreams where 
they interact with the person. Some children will talk about seeing 
an animal or object that they feel is a sign from the person who 
died. These experiences may be helpful to the child, or it may be 
frightening. Listening to their experience is important. It helps them 
to know these experiences are common and normal. 

 
 
  

 

Understanding the grieving infant and 
preschooler 
 
Many adults underestimate the abilities of young children to realize 
something is wrong and to understand what death is. As Alan Wolfelt, 
Ph.D., director of the Center for Loss and Life Transition says, “Any 
child old enough to love is old enough to grieve.” A grieving infant 
may experience regressive behaviors, including changes in sleeping and 
eating patterns, clinging, or irritability. 
 
Preschoolers often understand more than adults realize. Time after 
time a parent will bring a child to The Dougy Center and say that 
their child doesn’t really know what happened, only to discover that 
the child, in one of the play areas, has told the story of how his parent 
died: “My mom got shot by a bad man and they can’t find him. She’s 
never coming back,” or, “My daddy’s heart got sick and broke and 
then he died. I miss him.” Children are intuitive and can sense when 
something is happening, even when no one directly tells them. They 
pay close attention and pick up on when people in their lives are acting 
differently. 
 
Provide infants with as much routine and consistency 
as possible. They will also need lots of holding and 
comforting. 
 
Adults often talk around young children, believing they can’t 
understand what is being said, or that they’re too young to “get it.” 
A grandmother whose husband was dying talked with her 32-year-
old son in the car as her 3-year-old grandchild sat in the back seat. 
They spelled some words so the child wouldn’t catch on. When they 
arrived to visit grandpa, the child ran into the house, jumped on 
grandpa’s lap and said, “Grampa—are you gonna be here for my 
birfday, or are you gonna be D-E-A-D?” 
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Preschoolers have taught us they want 
and need to be told the truth, be 
informed, and have their questions 
answered truthfully.
 
It is important to understand that young 
children need to be included in the 
process when a family member is dying 
or has died. Attempting to protect them 
from this information will backfire in the 
long run. When they sense something is 
wrong yet no one will share with them 
what is going on it can increase their 
distress and confusion.

Children  need clear, honest 
explanations about death

Although young children may not usually understand the permanence 
of death, they can learn, over time, what it means. A 3 year old, hours 
after being told her father was dead, asked her mother, “Is Daddy 
going to be dead all day?” When told his mother has gone to heaven, 
a 4 year old wondered aloud, “When will she be back?” These are 
common responses from young children and not a sign that something 
is wrong with them. 

It is often helpful to have a pet funeral in which the child 
plans a “service” for the dead pet and actually buries it in 
a special place in the yard. 

Explaining death to young children is most helpful when the 
discussion is simple and concrete. Explaining the finality of death to 
young children may include the basic, bodily functions: “When your 
mom is dead she can’t eat, see, hear, sing, walk around, poop, laugh or 
cry. A dead person doesn’t sleep, get hungry or cold or scared.”
 
It may help if the child has prior experience with death, like the death 
of a pet, or finding a dead bird on the lawn. If this is true, you can help 
them connect the two situations, “Remember honey when Charlie our 
cat died? It meant his body stopped working. We could remember and 
look at pictures, but he wasn’t there for us to pet or hug anymore.”
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Ryan, 5, and Jeremy, 4, whose fathers had died of cancer 
and suicide respectively, were playing in the backyard at 
The Dougy Center. Ryan hurt his finger and told the adult 
volunteer, “Look I’ve got an owie on my finger. I need a 
Band-Aid.”  While the adult was applying the Band-Aid, 
Jeremy whined, “I need a Band-Aid, too. I have an invisible 
owie.” As a Band-Aid was being placed on his friend’s 
invisible owie, the wisdom of childhood flowed from Ryan’s 
mouth: “You know, at The Dougy Center everybody has an 
invisible owie because someone died.”

Young children may ask the same questions again 
and again 
 
It is common for young children to repetitively ask questions about 
the death. They learn by repetition and therefore need to ask the 
same questions over and over, or to hear the story of what happened 
again and again, much as they like to be read a familiar bedtime 
story. This can be difficult, if not exasperating, for the parent grieving 
the death of a spouse or child. The same way that they learn 1 + 1 = 
2, they learn about death through asking and getting answers. 

Reassure children that there will always be someone to take 
care of them. Giving a child something that is important to 
you to hold until you get back may help the child feel more 
comfortable about your absence.  
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A mother called The Dougy Center concerned about her 4 year old’s 
morning ritual of wanting to watch home videos of his older brother 
who had died. She was concerned that this repetitive video watching 
would be harmful for her son. Also, it was difficult for her to see and 
hear the video each morning. After watching the video the boy would 
ask the same questions each time and after hearing his mother’s 
answers he would go about his play like any 4 year old. Months later 
the child gradually stopped watching the video, and the repetitive 
questions stopped too.

Young children don’t necessarily have the tools to translate what 
they’re feeling and thinking into language, while some may be very 
verbal about what happened. 
 
After a death, a common fear of children is that 
others will die 
 
Because the death of someone close to a child upsets the sense of safe-
ty, security and control most children have, it is common for them to 
experience fear, insecurity and uncertainty. 
 
Some children become very possessive of a surviving parent, afraid to 
let him or her out of their sight, terrified that he or she, too, will die 
or disappear. Some take the opposite behavior, seeming to not care 
about the parent, withdrawing from relationships with adults or  
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other children. They may be fearful that anyone they get close to will 
die.
 
“I don’t want my mommy to ever be with anyone but my 
daddy. Daddy might be mad at mommy.” 
                         -Brittany, 5

Some children are eager to help the surviving parent find a 
replacement for the deceased parent. A 5 year old standing in the 
grocery line with his mother remarked to the male clerk, “My dad 
died. Will you marry my mom?” Other children resent the time their 
surviving parent spends alone or without them; some children will do 
all they can to sabotage a potential relationship their parent might try 
to develop. 
 
 
Understanding the Grieving 6 to 12 year old 
 
Most children in the 6-to-12 age range are still dependent on others 
for their survival and basic needs. The loss of a parent or sibling 
is confusing and difficult. Many children in this age group do not 

have ways to verbalize their 
complex and confused feelings 
and thoughts, which often come 
out as anger, frustration, and 
irritability. Some children are 
very verbal and open to talking 
about how they feel and what 
they think, while others barely 
mumble in response to a direct 
question. 

Children this age tend to have 
magical thinking and often 
believe that they somehow caused 
the death. They frequently show 
signs of guilt because they assume 
that their behavior, thoughts or 
wishes contributed to the death. 

Children in this age group want very much to be like their friends, 
and to fit in. They do not want to be different, yet when a parent or 
sibling dies, they are different. 
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Often their friends, teachers, coaches and friends’ parents don’t know 
what to say or how to be around them.
 
“One day I got really mad at my mom cause she sent me to 
my room for a time out. I wished she were dead...and then 
she died.” 
                         -Katie, 9

 
 
  

 

15



Children in this age range respond well when they feel acceptance 
of their emotions and thoughts. Angry, frustrated children often do 
not know how to express those emotions except in behaviors that 
get them into trouble. It is helpful to assist them in finding ways to 
express this energy without hurting themselves or others. Suggestions 
include kicking Nerf balls or a “kick box” rather than kicking another 
child or the dog. Hitting and pushing can be expressed with a 
punching bag or a stuffed animal. 

“I just want my friends to treat me just like before my 
dad died. If they are really your friend they will still be 
the same.”
              -Jenny, 10
 
Children are often tired and irritable because of sleeplessness, 
nightmares, night terrors, or staying up late watching television in an 
attempt not to be alone in their own bedroom. Many children want 
to sleep with, or at least, close to, the adults they live with. Some 
have found this comforting to themselves but become concerned 
about fostering unhealthy dependencies. Some adults find having a 
child sleeping with them is too disruptive of their own sleep so they 
arrange a place next to their bed for the child to come to during the 
night. Some adults prefer to stay in the child’s room until they fall 
asleep. 

It is important to help children feel safe in whatever way they prefer. 
Their fears won’t last forever, and providing safety and comfort in the 
ways they need is critical.

Understanding the Grieving Teen 
  
Adolescence can be a difficult time, even under the 
best of circumstances.
 
Adolescence is often a trying time for parents and their teenagers. 
The teenager struggles to find meaning, questions authority, tries to 
be independent while still reliant on others, weighs peer pressure, and 
juggles issues of dating and sexuality. Other teens and their parents 
may experience the adolescent years with more harmony and only 
minor difficulties. The death of a significant person radically changes 
the anticipated future, relationships, roles and the family structure of 
a young person.
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Teens commonly think of themselves as immune from injury or 
death. When the death of a parent, sibling, or friend occurs, the  
world as they understood it has been thrown into chaos. Many teens 
have difficulty communicating their thoughts and feelings about 
death with adults, especially those who are raising them, as they are 
also seeking independence from those adults. 

As teens attempt to search for answers to their questions and struggle 
with the loss, they may engage in behaviors that adults find 
frustrating: not communicating, not eating, skipping school, not 
doing homework, attempting to escape through alcohol or other 
drugs, acting out sexually, or other reckless behaviors.  

Adults often ask how to tell whether their teen’s behavior is a result of 
the grief, or just typical teen behavior. If the changes have occurred 
only after the death, it is clearer that the death plays a major role in 
their behavior changes. Although it may be 
impossible to measure what part of their behavior is related to the 
loss and what part to adolescent struggles, in the long run, it may not 
matter. Either way, they are struggling to make sense of the world 
and their place in it. Perhaps the best way to be of support is to listen 
and to be available and approachable. As difficult as it may be, it is 
best to avoid, as much as possible, telling them what to do or what 
not to do. Instead provide teen choices and the freedom to discover 
who they are and what they value, within reasonable boundaries.

Influences on How Children Cope with Death 
  
The Nature of Death
 
The Dougy Center doesn’t distinguish between traumatic and 
non-traumatic deaths as we believe that any death can be traumatic. 
There are many factors that together determine if a death is consid-
ered traumatic: context, the child’s history, social support, family 
situation, and most importantly the child or adult’s perception of the 
death. In some interpretations (not ours), a traumatic death is one 
which is unexpected and horrific, such as suicide or homicide. We 
believe that a cancer death could be a traumatic death for a child 
because of the pain and disfigurement a child might witness. We’ve 
also worked with children who’ve gone through something generally 
accepted as traumatic and they, due to social support and resiliency 
factors, do not present with symptoms of trauma. Rather than try to 
classify a death as traumatic or non-traumatic based on the mode of 
death, it’s more helpful to ask children about their understanding of 
the nature of the death.
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It is important to remember that the death a person experiences is 
the worst for that person, and that comparisons about what might be 
worse or better are not helpful.  

Issues of guilt and blame may be evident in any type of death. One 
8-year-old girl suggested that the reason her mother was killed in a 
car accident was because she had taken her mother’s favorite scarf to 
school that morning. Her punishment was the loss of her mother.

The response of the parent or caregivers
 
When an adult experiences the death of a child or spouse, their 
parenting resources are drained. It is extremely difficult to cope with 
your own grief and “be there” for your children as well. Children 
often try to protect the adult in their lives from more pain by being 
extra good or keeping their feelings inside.  

This doesn’t mean the surviving parent should not express emotion. 
Sometimes, adults try to protect their children by being stoic, or only 
crying out of sight. It is okay for adults to express emotions in front 
of children; it provides them with healthy models for dealing with 
intense feelings. The adult should not, however, reverse roles and 
require the child to take care of them. Outside support systems—
whether friends and family or a more formal support group—can 
help to meet the grieving adult’s needs and allow for safe expressions.

Previous experiences with death
 
Children who have had some experience with death before this death
have developed some beliefs about death based on their own reaction 
and the modeling of others. Children learn by experience. Words 
like “dying” and “dead” are very difficult concepts to a young child 
with no prior experience of death. A child who has had an animal 
die better understands “gone,” and the reality that the one who has 
died is not coming back. Deaths of pets or birds found on the lawn 
can provide good teaching opportunities for what it means to die, be 
buried, and be missed and memorialized. 

For some children, having experienced a previous death helps prepare 
them for what to expect. For others, however, another death creates a 
feeling that everyone around them will die and that their view of the 
world as unsafe is reinforced. They may become more fearful, stressed 
or anxious.
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The support system
 
One dynamic that occurs following a death is that each person 
in the family experiences and expresses their grief differently. 
Individual adults and children had unique relationships with the 
person who died; therefore, individuals have different thoughts 
and emotions about that person. Sometimes, families recognize the 
value of {illegible} and are supportive of one another. Sometimes, 
they do not allow for these variations and judge each other’s 
responses. Other times, they protect themselves and each other by 
withdrawing, acting happy or not mentioning the person who died. 

“I wish my dad would talk to me about my mom. He 
just won’t talk. And he tells me to shut up when I say 
anything. He was mad at me when I talked to my 
grandma on the phone.”
             -Peter, 11

It is not uncommon for families who have experienced a death 
to lose the contact and support of other family members—aunts, 
uncles, grandparents and step-families. Sometimes, blame or bad 
feelings about the circumstances of a death, or the treatment of the 
person prior to death, splits families apart. This adds to the losses 
the children experience. 

Support systems may include friends, relatives and neighbors, and 
members of clubs, organizations, and religious communities.
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“Coming to The Dougy Center really helps because of all 
the other kids have had someone in their family die, too. 
They really understand what it’s like.”
               -Brian, 9

While the support systems of family, friends and community can be 
helpful, even families with strong outside support systems report that 
sharing with others in peer support groups like The Dougy Center is 
helpful.
  
Changes in routines
 
When a death happens, other changes occur as well. The financial 
situation of a family may change dramatically, often for the worse, 
but even sudden wealth can bring problems because of the drastic 
changes. After the death of a parent or sibling, children may have to 
move to another city or home, change schools and leave friends, and 
take on additional responsibilities. Change is a loss, and all loss causes 
grief reactions.
 
Multiple changes put a lot of pressure on children (and adults) to 
adjust. Many changes often bring a lack of consistency in rules or in 
routine which can be very distressing for children.

“The thing that has changed the most since my mom 
died is that we’re never home until after 8 o’clock. We 
always eat out after dad picks my little brother and me 
up. Then he wants to take us some place. I’m tired of 
getting home so late.”
              -Steven, 8

Suicide
 
After a suicide death, people of any age are left with numerous 
questions. Two common ones are “Why?” and “Was there something 
I could have/should have done to stop it?” If the person who died 
had a known history of struggling with mental illness or substance 
abuse, those left behind sometimes express similar sentiments as 
those who had someone die from a long-term illness such as relief, 
understanding, and/or a sense that the person is out of pain. For 
others, the death comes as a complete shock since they weren’t aware 
that the person dealt with depression, anxiety, or other mental health 
challenges. Similar to an illness death, children, teens, and their
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caregivers may express concerns about whether they too will one 
day become suicidal. While research documents that a vulnerability 
to depression and other mood disorders can run in families, there’s 
no conclusive evidence that suicidal behavior is inherited. When it 
comes to telling children the truth about a death, suicide is the one 
that people are most likely to want to hide or not share openly with 
children. The stigma of suicide is still very real. As with every death, 
regardless of the circumstances, we encourage people to tell children 

what happened so that they can ask questions and be reassured that 
the adults in their lives will be honest with them.

Murder
 
Death from a homicide, including being killed by someone in a 
drunk driving crash, often brings up questions like “Why them?” 
“How could someone do that to another person?” and “Is the killer 
going to come after me and my other family members?” Children, 
teens, and adults can be left with a general feeling that the world 
is no longer safe or predictable. There can be concerns and issues 
around law enforcement, criminal investigations, the justice system, 
and media coverage. In some cases, the body is never found which 
can bring additional unanswered questions and a lack of closure for 
families who don’t have a body to bury or cremate. While any death 
can prompt feelings of anger and injustice, with homicide there can 
be an intensified sense of rage and blame. Some families encounter 
judgment in the larger community after the death. People often 
assume that if someone was killed it means they were involved with 
drugs, gangs, or other illegal activity. After the death, many families 
are focused on bringing the perpetrator to justice and are hopeful 
that once the person is found guilty and sentenced that they will feel 
a sense of relief or closure. These same families often report that while 
they are glad the perpetrator(s) is identified, tried, and found guilty, 
the sentencing doesn’t bring the relief they expected.
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Common Feelings of the Grieving Child and 
Teen 
  
Guilt
 
Many children and teens experience the complication of unresolved 
issues, guilt or unfinished business with the person who has died. 

Young people are self-focused and tend to believe the world revolves 
around them (which, in many cases, it does). They may blame  
themselves for the death or believe they somehow could have 
prevented it. Some have wished their parent or sibling were dead, and 
then when the person actually dies, they believe they were responsible 
for the death. 

“I used to feel like it was my fault my father was killed. 
But talking with other kids helped me realize that it 
wasn’t.”
      -Mason, 14, whose father was murdered
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While it is important to help children understand the death was not 
their fault, it may take time for them to express this concern, and 
to really believe they were not responsible. Their feelings should not 
be discounted. Asking children whether they think anything could 
have been done to prevent the death may uncover feelings of guilt. 
Responding in a way that discounts their feelings—“you shouldn’t 
feel that way”—may make them shut down rather than share what 
it’s like to feel that way. Encourage them by asking questions that 
clarify how they believe they were responsible, and gently help them 
understand the death was not their fault. It is helpful to talk to the 
child about the events surrounding the death and discuss what parts 
they could have controlled, which they really had no control over.

Anger
 
Many children and teens experience anger after the death of a parent, 
sibling, or friend. The anger may be directed at specific others who 
“should” have prevented the death—a parent or doctor, for example. 
Or it may be general anger that touches others randomly, sometimes 
for no apparent reason. It may be anger directed at God, themselves, 
playmates, or the adults in their lives. 

It makes sense that children and teens could be angry when someone 
they care about has died. It doesn’t seem fair for a 6 year old to 
experience his father’s death. Children see other intact families and 
remember fun times they had and may feel angry at all the changes 
that the death has brought. 

Most adults seem better able to deal with sadness in children than 
anger. They often have 
difficulty understanding 
that a child’s anger is in part 
a reaction to the situation 
they have been dealt in life. 
Children and teens need 
to be permitted to express 
anger in safe ways, and for 
it to be seen as healthy. 

Too often, children 
and teens are told they 
“shouldn’t be angry.” This 
only makes them angrier. 
Rather than try to take 
their anger away, we should 
attempt to find safe ways 

for them to express it verbally and physically. In the expression, it will 
dissipate.
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Relief
 
Some children feel relieved after a death, especially if the person who 
died was chronically ill or struggled with mental illness, requiring 
a great deal of attention and creating a tense atmosphere in the 
home. Children might feel relieved if the person who died was 
abusive, intensely angry, or created a chaotic home environment. 
It is frequently difficult for children to talk about feeling relieved 
or glad when a person has died, because they may feel guilty. But 
it is important to allow for feelings of relief and gladness, as well as 
sadness or anger.

Blame
 
After a death, children and teens often ask basic questions: Why did 
this happen? Why did this happen to me? Sometimes, blame can be 
placed on someone or something that contributed to the death—a 
drunken driver, an incompetent physician, an icy street.  

Sometimes blame is directed towards others who didn’t have 
anything to do with the death. Some children blame the adults in 
their lives. While this may not seem rational, the common saying 
“we always hurt the ones we love” may hold true. In their confused 
feelings, children and teens may be most unkind to those they know 
will continue to love them.
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Shock and disbelief
 
It is not unusual for children to be in shock and disbelief about the 
death, whether at the time they are told, or even years later. Many 
people experience thinking, “it is all a bad dream and I’ll wake up 
and he’ll be alive,” or, “maybe someday he’ll knock on the door and 
be okay.” This struggle is part of the normal process of coming to 
grips with the fact that the person will never be around again. 

Anxiety
 
Fear and anxiety are normal responses to a loss. The death of a parent 
or sibling upsets a child’s sense of how things are “supposed to be.” It 
forces children to think about the possibility that other people they 
care about may die, and that they may die. Their feelings of safety 
and security in the world are shattered. Sometimes, this anxiety may 
come out through sleeplessness, fear of being alone, panic attacks, 
aggression or inability to concentrate. These are normal responses, 
and, over time, with caring support, should diminish.

Some children are afraid to let their parent out of their sight and will
move from room to room with them. They also may express 
reservations about going to school for fear that the surviving parent 
will die while they are gone. 
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How to Help the Grieving Child and Teen 
  
Be Honest
 
One of the first questions people ask after a death is, “How do I 
tell my children?” Start with a short, simple explanation about the 
death, in language they can understand, and then let their questions 
guide what else to share. With younger children it might sound like 
this: “Mommy died. This means her body stopped working and 
the doctors weren’t able to fix it.” Avoid euphemisms such as, “Your 
brother passed away,” “Daddy went to sleep,” or “We lost him,” as 
they confuse children. If the person died from an illness, it’s good to 
name it (cancer, leukemia, etc.) rather than say, “He got really sick 
and died,” because that can create anxiety for children the next time 
they or someone they know gets sick with a cold or flu. Even though 
it can be hard to think about saying these words, know that being 
honest and open is a great first step in helping grieving children. It 
minimizes the confusion that comes from misinformation and also 
keeps children from having to use their limited energy and inner 
resources trying to figure out what happened.

“I’m really upset that my mom tried to hide the truth 
from me. I kept hearing her talk real quiet on the phone. 
I knew Jacob didn’t just all of a sudden die. I thought 
maybe he died from a drug overdose. She lied to me as if 
I was some stupid kid.”

               -Janette, 12

It is not easy to tell a 10 year old that her father shot himself, or an 
8 year old that his mother was murdered. But when children are not 
told the truth, they later resent not being trusted enough to be told 
the truth. They tend to question whether they can trust any adult 
when the ones closest to them have lied. Most children will find out 
what happened even if they’re not told by their family. Other kids 
will know and will eventually tell the grieving child, often in a hurt-
ful manner. When children discover they have been lied to, they have 
another reason to be angry, and another complication to add to their 
already complex lives.
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Use concrete language
 
As much as possible, use real words and explain what they mean 
when you discuss what has happened: dead, died, died by suicide, 
murdered. Although these words may seem harsh and stark, they 
help children to better understand what has happened. When adults 
use terms like “expired,” “passed,” “passed on,” “went to sleep,” or 
the many other euphemisms so often used to cushion death’s blow, 
children can be confused. 

Answer questions in language children can 
understand
 
A good approach is to answer what is asked, naturally and honestly, 
without going into more detail than the child is seeking or capable 
of processing. Children are able to understand and process more 
than many adults think. Children are curious and want to learn 
about death. Some children will ask more when they are ready, unless 
they learn that the subject is “taboo” or off limits. Your willingness 
to answer them, honestly, helps set the stage for them to feel safe 
coming to you with more questions in the future. Keep in mind 
that you don’t have to know all the answers and it’s okay to say to 
children, “I don’t know.”
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Jesse, 6, was an avid reader. When he was told his 
grandfather expired in the hospital he replied, “Well, let’s 
just go renew him.”

Establish routines
 
Consistency and predictability go a long way towards helping 
children and teens feel safe after a death. Life can be in upheaval after 
a death, so finding ways to create predictability is helpful. Routines 
around going to bed, meal times, school, and activities can provide a 
structure that is reassuring. Children may also need some flexibility  
in these routines. This helps them know what to expect (bedtime is at 
7:30 p.m.) and trust that if they need something else (tonight we can 
read an extra story), that their world will be responsive.

Provide choices
 
Children appreciate being able to make choices as much as adults do. 
Having a parent or sibling die can leave children and teens feeling 
powerless and out of control. Giving children and teens choices can 
help them regain a sense of power and trust that they can have a say 
in their lives. The memorial service is a good example of a situation 
in which it’s helpful to give children choices. These can include: 
whether to attend, where to sit, what to wear, and how to partici-
pate. Children and teens might have ideas for what flowers, music, 
and readings to use. If you find yourself wondering what your child 
needs, it’s best to start with asking them.
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Allow and encourage memorialization
 
Allow children to have and display pictures, clothing and other 
possessions of the person who died. Some people believe it is best to 
get rid of everything that belonged to the person, and that hanging 
on to those mementos will only bring pain. Children should be 
given the choice to keep possessions and photos of the person who 
died. Children are often not interested in the monetary value but 
the emotional, relational value of things. Old jogging shoes, a dirty 
apron, a worn Teddy Bear, dog-eared pictures, a used billfold are the 
everyday, used items that tend to be significant to children.

We suggest children and teens be included (if they choose to) in the 
process of sorting, keeping, and discarding the clothing and other 
possessions of the person who died. This allows the child or teen to 
continue to say goodbye in concrete ways and lets them select the 
things they want to keep as memorabilia.

Brandi, 5, brought her father’s black t-shirt to show her 
group at The Dougy Center. After she talked about her 
father and his favorite shirt, she held the shirt to her 
face and explained with a big smile, “It smells like my 
daddy.”
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Some children wish to have photos of the person or people who died 
displayed in the house, and others don’t. Joey, 10, and David, 8, 
experienced the death of both parents in a canoeing accident. Joey 
wanted the pictures of his parents left in the living room as they 
were. David didn’t want any photos around because “it hurts too 
much.” Their grandparents, who were their legal guardians, worked 
out a compromise with the boys, where some pictures were displayed 
in certain areas. The important part is to allow the children to 
participate in these decisions.  

Children often need opportunities for remembering the person who 
died. Putting together memory books is an activity that can be helpful 
in keeping the memory of the loved one alive. Children should be 
given the opportunity to do special things on holidays, birthdays and 
anniversaries, but should not be forced to participate.
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Some children benefit from support groups, where 
they can share with their peers
 
Many children and teens can benefit from grief support groups with 
their peers. They often feel as if they are the only ones who have 
had someone die, and they feel isolated and alone. Sharing with 
peers may help to normalize their experience, let them know they’re 
not alone or weird, and provide a safe environment to process their 
feelings. On the other hand, not all children or teens are prepared for, 
or responsive to, a group setting for dealing with their grief issues. 
At The Dougy Center, we recommend that parents encourage their 
children to attend a group once, and if they choose not to return, 
their decision should be honored. 

It is important to note that a child’s ability to benefit from support 
groups is not dependent on wanting to talk about how they feel, or 
on playing well with others. At The Dougy Center, we have had a 
number of children and teens who did not talk openly about their 
feelings or experience, and yet spoke before leaving about how 
helpful it was to listen and be able to make their own choices about 
sharing or not sharing. 

We have also had children who did not wish to be a part of our 
“opening circle,” where each member of the group shares their name, 
who died and anything about the death they care to share at that 
time. Even with an “I pass” rule, allowing a child to pass without 
sharing, some children have chosen to sit outside of the circle, or in a 
corner. We allow and support their decision to be with the group, or 
not to. In most cases, they eventually join in and share their story in 
some way.
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How to Know When Professional Help is 
Needed  
How do you know when a child or teen needs 
therapy or counseling?  
When destructive or negative behavior is persistent or reoccurring, 
professional help should be sought. Most children and teens move in 
and out of their grief; that is, they experience sadness, anger and fear, 
but also are able to have fun and engage in activities. Prolonged or 
chronic depression, anger, withdrawal or fear may be indicators that 
the child needs some professional help in dealing with the loss. 

If a child or teen is displaying severe reactions or disturbing changes 
in behavior, professional intervention is called for. Although it is 
not unusual for children or teens to talk about wanting to join the 
deceased, or to die, any signs of self-destructive behavior or language 
about killing one’s self should be taken seriously. 

If a child or teen is experiencing physical pain or problems and 
doctors have not found an organic reason for the pain, professional 
help may unlock the key to the cause. Having physical symptoms 
following a death is not unusual; if they become problematic or 
debilitating, professional help should be sought.
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Pitfalls to Avoid   
Don’t say you know how they feel
 
Even if you have experienced a similar loss, you don’t know how 
anyone else feels. Every person is unique and experiences grief in 
their own way. You can say you also had your father die when you 
were a child, and you know something about what that’s like but 
don’t say, “I know how you feel.” Rather, say, “tell me how you feel,” 
or, “I am here to listen if you want to talk about the death.”

“I feel really angry when someone says, I know just how you 
feel - my great-grandpa died, or my dog died. They don’t 
know what it feels like to have your mom murdered.”

           -Marilyn, 15

Don’t tell them what to do unless they ask for your 
advice
 
Many adults jump in too quickly to try to solve a child’s problems, 
or tell them what they should or should not do. Most children, 
and nearly all teenagers, resent this. Help them come to their own 
decisions and conclusions by listening, and by helping them look at 
the options available to them. On the other hand, if they ask for your 
advice, give it honestly.

Don’t patronize them by saying trite things
 
Don’t tell a child he or she was lucky to have his mother or father 
for as long as they did. Don’t tell them they’ll be all right in a year or 
two. Don’t try to take their pain away by saying things intended to 
solve or remove their pain.

Don’t say “You’re the man (or woman) of the house 
now”
 
Boys whose fathers die and girls whose mothers die continue to be 
told by well-meaning but uninformed adults that they are now the 
man (or woman) of the house and need to take good care of their 
family members. This puts children and teens in unrealistic roles, 
with impossible tasks. Children need to be able to be children. They 
should not have to parent their caregivers or siblings. 
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But I don’t know what to say!
 
It is not what you say that matters to a 
grieving person as much as your openness 
to listening. Most people do not remember 
the things that people say to them in the 
days following a death—unless things 
said are hurtful or insensitive. They do 
remember who showed they cared, who 
listened, and who was available to be with 
them. Too many people try hard to make 
grieving children and adults feel better and 
it often backfires. 

When you truly don’t know what to say, say 
that: “I don’t know what to say. There are 
no words that can bring your father back, 
but I want you to know that I care and 
want to help in any way I can.” 

Children and teens often say that people 
were there for them for a week or two 
after the death. In the days and months 
following the death it is helpful to call and/or send an I’m-thinking-
of-you note. It can be a very lonely journey and the support of  
friends helps.

Dealing with the Spiritual Aspects of Death 
  
Is it okay to tell children their loved one is in 
heaven?
 
If your religious belief system includes a heaven, yes, it is perfectly 
appropriate to tell children their father is out of pain and in heaven 
with God. Young children may still have difficulty understanding the 
concept of heaven—it may seem no different than the last business 
trip their parent went on. A way to explain heaven is this: “We 
believe that Dad went to heaven when he died. So, his body doesn’t 
work any more and is dead, but his soul is in heaven with God.” 

It is generally not helpful to children or adults to say things like  
“God wanted him.”  The child may think “So did I!” and be resentful 
of God. 
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What about God?
 
For those families whose spiritual beliefs include a belief in God, 
there are often complications in understanding how the God they 
have believed in could allow the death to happen. Many children and 
teens feel anger toward God for allowing their loved one to die. They 
should be allowed to explore their feelings without judgment and be 
permitted to work through why God would allow the person to die, 
when they feel like they that person in their lives.

Common Questions About Children and 
Grief 
  
How do I tell my children about a death?
 
Children and teens have taught us at The Dougy Center that 
they want to be informed of deaths quickly, honestly, and face to 
face. They want their questions answered truthfully with the best 
information the adult has. If you don’t have all of the information 
they ask, simply tell them you don’t know, but that when you do you 
will let them know.
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Don’t lie, soften the truth, tell half-truths, or provide partial 
explanations. When adults withhold information about questions 
children ask, they teach children that adults will not be truthful 
with them. It may be difficult to answer their questions completely 
and truthfully, because often the information they ask is painful and 
difficult to talk about. But your children will hear rumors, or the 
truth, from other children or adults, and it is important that they 
hear it honestly from you in order to be able to trust you, and what 
you tell them.

It is best to have someone the children know share this news. We 
are sometimes asked by callers to The Dougy Center if a staff person 
could, for example, tell the children in a family that their father has 
died. Although there may be a rare occasion when this is appropriate, 
it is better in general for them to hear from people they know and 
trust. Sharing news with them with the support of a close family 
friend may be okay, but it should be someone the children feel 
comfortable with.
 
Should children attend the funeral?
 
Children should be allowed the choice of whether to attend a funeral 
or memorial service, after you fully explain what will happen there 
in a way they can understand. For example, you can explain that a 
funeral is a way to celebrate the life of the person, and also a way to 
express sadness over missing them. You should explain that people 
may be crying, and the person will be lying in a box called a casket. 
Let the child know that the person who died may look a little 
different than remembered. Inform the child specifically about the 
casket, viewing the person, and other details of the service.

Be aware that a child may change their mind within minutes of 
the service. Knowing this, it is important to have alternate plans 
arranged. A child may also change their mind in the middle of a 
service, so prior arrangements should be made for an adult to be with 
the child if they have has questions or want to leave. This designated 
person can provide a comforting presence so the immediate family 
can be present at the service, and the child can leave without being 
reprimanded. 

My child doesn’t seem to be grieving, and I haven’t 
seen her cry. How can I help?

First, it is important not to associate grieving with crying. Not all 
grief is displayed in sorrow and tears. Children often hide their 
feelings from adults, sometimes in an effort to protect a parent. 
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Some children do not cry, but that doesn’t mean they are not 
grieving. Adults should provide an atmosphere where it’s safe for 
children to share, or not share their feeling. You can help children by 
understanding that they are grieving, but are not expressing that with 
tears just now. You can help by allowing them to grieve and express 
that grief in their own unique ways. And you can help them by 
removing your own expectation that they should or need to cry.  

Adults can set a good example for children by being free to express 
emotions without putting children in the position of needing to 
take care of them. Letting a child know it’s okay to cry and showing 
that by example may provide the permission a child needs to share 
feelings openly.
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How do I get my child to talk about the person 
who died?
 
Most children work through their grief through play. It is best not 
to try to force your child to talk about the person who died, but 
to allow for those opportunities and to set a good example. You 
should talk about the person who died, using their name and sharing 
memories. It is helpful to spontaneously mention things about the 
person who died when you think of them. For example, if you’re 
passing a favorite restaurant, instead of looking the other way, you 
might say, “Hey, kids, your dad and I loved the Caesar salad at that 
place.” This allows them the freedom to bring up other memories 
and issues about the person who died. If and when children are 
comfortable, they will talk about the person as well. Sometimes it 
will take time for them to be able to do so. If you push, pressure, 
manipulate, or try to force children to talk, you will probably push 
them further away.

It may be that you have a need to talk about the person who died, 
but your child doesn’t at this time. Children often want to hear 
others reminisce, but do not choose to do so themselves. Some 
children are confused because adults are pressuring them to talk, but 
are unwilling to talk about their own thoughts and emotions. Others 
may be resentful because when they do talk, they are criticized about 
what they said, with comments like, “That’s not true,” or, “You 
shouldn’t feel that way.” Some children protect their private thoughts 
because they are convinced adults will not accept them or will try to 
change them. 

My child’s grades are slipping - how can I get him 
to focus on his schoolwork?

During the initial stages of grief, many children have a great deal 
of difficulty listening, sitting still and concentrating. This is normal 
in the grief process. You may want to talk with your child’s teacher 
and see if they will ease up on the required work, or allow for 
choices that make it more relevant to your child. For example, 
writing a biography of the person who died may be of great interest, 
but writing about George Washington is of no interest. A health 
assignment may focus on the disease of the person who died, rather 
than some obscure health issue unrelated to the child’s experience. 
Finding a buddy in class who can help the child stay current on 
assignments and get help when needed may be beneficial.
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“My grades started getting better after my teacher asked 
me if I wanted to bring a picture of my dad to school. I left 
the picture in my desk and felt like my dad was helping me 
through the day.”
           -Jeffrey, 9

We think teachers and principals need to be aware of the long-term 
effects of grief, and to be creative within the classroom and school in 
providing opportunities for its expression. Children will thrive in a 
supportive, creative, educational environment that acknowledges the 
death and gives them options around processing their grief. 

My child has nightmares and sleeping problems 
since the death. Should I let her sleep with me?

Your child may fear that something bad will happen to you during 
the night, or that you will die. Nighttime is a time when the 
distractions of the day are gone and thoughts about the person who 
died may flood in. These thoughts may make it difficult to get to 
sleep, or to stay asleep.

It is okay to comfort your child in whatever ways you feel 
comfortable. You may choose to stay until they falls asleep in their 
own bed, or you may allow your child to sleep with you or in a bed 
beside you. You can also consider giving them something special to 
sleep with, like a Teddy Bear. Usually these fears will subside over 
time and they will want to return to their own room.

“I like sleeping in my mommy’s old sheets. I feel close to her 
and I don’t have nightmares anymore.”
           -Kim, 7

My child seems overprotective of me and won’t let 
me out of his sight. What can I do?

It is not uncommon for children to be worried about others dying 
when a parent or sibling has died. It is important for your children 
to know where you are, what your plans are and when you intend to 
return. If any changes in that plan occur, you should let them know, 
even if they seem minor to you. Even if a parent is 10 minutes later 
than planned, children can become very fearful and fantasize about 
what could have happened. 
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Check in with your child frequently, and provide hugs and assurances 
that you will stay in touch. Let the child know you can be called if 
they need to check in. Be careful not to say that nothing will happen 
to you, because you can’t ensure that nothing bad will occur.

My child doesn’t seem to be eating well. What can I 
do?

Many children experience eating difficulties during grief. Some seem 
to lose all interest in food, while others overeat. If your child is not 
eating, offer small amounts of food frequently during the day, rather 
than three larger meals. Letting your child plan or have input into 
what foods they would like could help in regaining an appetite. It is 
especially important to drink healthy fluids—milk, water, juices—
during this time. 

If your child is overeating, or eating only junk foods, make sure you 
have healthy quick snacks, like fruit, available. (Hint: cut or slice the 
fruit up, and it is more likely to be eaten.) Try to provide healthy 
meals. Many families do not maintain healthy cooking or eating 
habits following a death, because it seems to take too much energy. 
Although it may be difficult for you to prepare or ensure nutritious 
meals, especially if you have your own eating difficulties, make an 
effort to do so for your child’s health and welfare.
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Should I let my child see the body of the person 
who died?

Children at The Dougy Center have taught us that they want to 
make that choice for themselves. A child can make the choice that 
is best for them after being informed about the condition of the 
body, the location of the body, and what they might see. We suggest 
children be allowed to see the deceased when only one or two adults 
are in the viewing area. Many children ask questions or want to do 
things that are uncomfortable for some adults.

Be aware that your explanations may be confusing. Try to avoid 
jargon. Make your explanations as easy and simple to understand as 
possible. For example, most people refer to the viewing of a deceased 
person as “viewing the body.” Children may interpret this to mean 
that there is no head, and be terrified to see it.

Amber, 5, and Amy, 4, were told in detail about their father and what 
it meant for him to be dead: that he “can’t breath, move or talk.” 
They were told he would be in a casket—“like a big shoe box”—at a 
funeral home—“big building.” They had already chosen to see pic-
tures of the wrecked family car, in which their father had died. At the 
funeral home, they ran holding hands up to the casket standing on 
tiptoes to see their dad. “Why are his hands so cold?” Amber asked 
her aunt. “Does he have his shoes on?” asked Amy, peaking under the 
satin liner. 
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After many questions and truthful answers, the girls climbed on 
chairs to kiss their father and said, “Goodbye, Daddy.” As they left 
the funeral home they talked about going to the ice cream parlor to 
buy their dad’s favorite flavor.

Remember:

The most important thing you can do to help a grieving child is to 
provide a safe, supportive environment where you include children 
in decisions, listen to their fears and feelings, and respect their 
experiences by being truthful. 
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Resources 
The Dougy Center’s online bookstore provides a variety of books, 
brochures, and dvds for children, parents, school administrators, 
and others wanting to help grieving children. 

Visit www.dougy.org or call 503-775-5683 for more information. 
 
Guidebooks:
n 35 Ways to Help a Grieving Child
n Helping Children Cope with Death
n Helping Teens Cope with Death
n What About the Kids? Understanding Their Needs in Funeral 
      Planning & Services
n Helping the Grieving Student: A Guide for Teachers 
n When Death Impacts Your School: A Guide for School Administrators

Activity Books: 
n After a Suicide Death: An Activity Book for Grieving Kids
n After a Murder: A Workbook for Grieving Kids
n After a Death: An Activity Book for Children
n Memories Matter: Activities for Grieving Children & Teens

Brochures: 
n Helping Children Cope with Death
n After a Suicide Death: Ten Tips for Helping Children & Teens
n What About the Kids? Understanding Their Needs in Memorial,   
      Funeral, or Celebration of Life Planning & Services
n After a Death: Ten Ways You Can Help Grieving Students & 
     Their Peers

DVDs: 
n Helping Teens Cope with Death 
n Understanding Suicide, Supporting Children 
n Supporting the Grieving Child 
n Supporting the Grieving Student
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What is The Dougy Center?

The Dougy Center provides support in a safe place where children, 
teens, young adults, and their families grieving a death can share their 
experiences.

We provide support and training locally, nationally and 
internationally to individuals and organizations seeking to assist 
children in grief. We are supported solely through private support 
from individuals, foundations and companies. The Dougy Center 
does not charge a fee for its services.

The Dougy Center serves children and teens, ages 3 to 19, who have 
experienced the death of a parent or sibling (or, in our teen groups, a 
friend), to accident, illness, suicide or murder. The support groups are 
coordinated by professional staff and trained volunteers. In addition, 
the parents or caregivers of the youth participate in support groups 
to address their needs and the issues of raising children following a 
traumatic loss. We also provide groups for young adults ages 18-35ish 
who have had a family member or friend die.

When The Dougy Center was established in 1982, it was the first 
grief peer support program of its kind in the country. In response to 
numerous requests for information about our program, The Dougy 
Center has developed trainings and publications to help other 
communities establish centers for grieving children and families. 
Through our National Center for Grieving Children, The Dougy 
Center has trained individuals and groups throughout the world and 
publishes a National Directory of Children’s Grief Services, updated 
annually.

The Dougy Center is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization and raises its 
entire budget through contributions from individuals, businesses and 
foundations. We receive no federal funding or third-party payments. 
Participating families may contribute to the program, but there is no 
fee for service. While families receiving services contribute what they 
can, many do not have the financial resources to donate. Because The 
Dougy Center never turns a family away because of their inability to 
contribute, we are completely reliant upon private support from our 
friends in the community.
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How can I support The Dougy Center or get 
additional information about your program?

Contributions to The Dougy Center are tax-deductible to the full 
extent allowable under IRS guidelines. Your gift can be made out to 
The Dougy Center and mailed to us at the address below. 

You can also receive additional information about:
n Other guidebooks available from The Dougy Center

n Videos and other resource materials available from The Dougy      
  Center

n Training for developing a children’s grief center in your area

n The National Summer Institute held annually at The Dougy   
  Center on developing a children’s grief center in your area

n How to schedule a training or presentation in your area

n Supporting The Dougy Center and its local and national programs  
  to assist grieving children through a will or bequest

Write, call, fax or email:
The Dougy Center
P.O. Box 86852
Portland, OR 97286

503-775-5683
Fax: 503-777-3097

Email: help@dougy.org
Website: www.dougy.org
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Contributors to the Guidebook comprise The Dougy Center 
staff:

Donna L. Schuurman, Ed.D, FT
Chief Executive Officer/Writing & Editing

Joan Schweizer Hoff, M.A. 
Coordinator of Program Projects & Training/Writing & Editing 

Donald W. Spencer, M.Div., M.Ed., M.Coun.Psy.
Director of Family Services/Editing 

Design: 
Fran Fitzsimon/Fitzsimon GRAFIX

Inside Art: 
Provided by children from The Dougy Center

Cover Design: 
Deb Minkler

Copy Editor: 
Stephanie W. Gray

 

 

The Dougy Center
could not exist without 

the generous contributions
of hundreds of volunteers,

who give of their time, boundless energy,
 unflagging enthusiasm and matchless dedication.

We thank them for accompanying 
the children, teens and adults 

who come to The Dougy Center
in their grief journeys.

47



Additional Resources to Explore

Healing the Bereaved Child,
Alan D. Wolfelt, Ph. D., Companion Press, 1996. (Available by 
calling 970/226-6050)

Life & Loss: A Guide to Helping Grieving Children,
Linda Goldman, Accelerated Development, 1994

Are You Sad Too?
Helping Children Deal with Loss and Death,
Dinah Seibert, M.S., Judy C. Drolet, Ph. D., and Joyce V. Fetro, Ph. 
D., ETR Associates, 1993

Talking About Death:
A Dialogue Between Parent and Child,
Earl A. Grollman, Beacon Press, 1990

The Grieving Child,
Helen Fitzgerald, Fireside Publishers, 1992
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Helping
Children Cope
with Death

Helping Children Cope with Death
This guidebook offers a clear and comprehensive
look into children’s grief responses following a 
death, accompanied by strategies for supporting
them. Drawn from stories, suggestions and 
insight shared by grieving children and their 
family members, this book explores how children 
view, understand and process death; how to talk 
with children about death at various ages and 
developmental stages; how to be supportive and 
helpful throughout their grieving process; and 
when to seek professional help.

Since 1982, The Dougy Center, The National 
Center for Grieving Children & Families, has 
provided loving support in a safe place where 
children, teens and their families grieving a death
can share their experiences as they move through 
their healing process. Based in Portland, Oregon, 
The Dougy Center works regionally, nationally 
and internationally to provide support and 
training to individuals and organizations seeking 
to assist children in grief.

The Dougy Center
The National Center for Grieving Children & Families

P.O. Box 86852, Portland, Oregon 97286
Toll-free 866-775-5683 or 503-775-5683

www.dougy.org
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