THE GROUND
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THE GROUND FEELS WOBBLY
On finding out that his Mum was going to die, a very insightful seven-year-old
drew a picture to help him express how he was feeling. He drew a picture of
himself and under his feet there was an undulating red line with lots of soft,
squidgy ground. He explained;

“Everything has changed, the ground feels wobbly now.”
This describes very ably how facing the death of a loved one and coping
with the loss after they have died can affect children and young people
and challenge their sense of security. Living with the uncertainty and
unpredictability of a life-limiting illness, whilst experiencing many changes in
their own life, can result in a child feeling anxious, vulnerable and insecure.
When someone important dies, children experience many of the same
feelings as adults, however, they may hide these feelings or display their grief
in a different way. They may be inconsolable one minute and then playing
and laughing the next. They can be more sensitive or irritable with angry
outbursts and may regress in behaviour for a short period of time.
Grief can be a confusing, isolating and frightening experience and both
children and adults react in their own unique way.
Parents, struggling with their own grief and distress, may try to protect their
children by avoiding or adapting the truth about what is happening. Whilst it
is important to be sensitive and explain things in an age appropriate manner,
children can cope with clear, honest information. If the news is sad it is
appropriate that they may cry – it doesn’t mean you did something wrong.

4

Whatever their age, children can sense when something is wrong. They pick
up on emotions and may overhear conversations and come to their own
conclusions. They realise that it may not be something you want to talk about
and therefore can feel it is best not to ask questions. Outwardly, they may
seem the same as always but inside they could be feeling very scared and worried.
When children are supported through this sad time in their lives, it can be a
time of growth and can help them to develop resilience for the future.
You cannot prevent children feeling sad but you can support them by
listening, talking and encouraging them to ask questions about the things
that are worrying them.
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SUPPORTING CHILDREN WHEN
SOMEONE IMPORTANT TO THEM
HAS A LIFE-LIMITING ILLNESS
What should I tell them? When should I tell them?

As a parent you always want to protect your child from painful situations.
Telling them that you or someone else close to them is going to die is
extremely difficult. Understandably, parents often struggle with not only
what to say but also deciding when the right time is to say it. Often children
will already know or have guessed that something is wrong and it can be a
relief for them to be able to talk openly about it and have the opportunity
to ask questions.
If you have more than one child then you will need to decide if they should
be told together or separately. This may be determined by a variety of factors
such as their ages and/or their personalities, however it will mainly be from
your own special knowledge as a parent as to what will be most supportive for
them as individuals. Ideally choose a time when you will have the opportunity
to sit and talk for as long as they need. Children may ask questions or may
prefer to keep their thoughts to themselves.
Sometimes children do not respond immediately and withdraw back to their
normal activities as they may need time to process their feelings before
talking to you about them.
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It is helpful to ask children at regular intervals how they are feeling and if they
want to ask any questions.
Some parents don’t want to tell children until just before the person dies.
The consequence of this can be that children may feel that they were not
important enough to be told. They may also feel that they do not have
sufficient time to process what is happening, or have the opportunity to talk
to the person who is dying and say important things to them.
Once children are aware of what is happening, it is good to keep them
informed each time there are any changes. Check to see if they understand
any new information and ask if they have any questions. By keeping them upto-date, you can refer back to earlier conversations such as: “you remember
I told you that Granny was ill and that the doctors were going to try some
treatment to try and make her better. Sadly they have now said that they can’t
make her better.” Where possible, include other extended family members
and close family friends to try and ensure that if your child asks anyone else
they are giving the same information.
It is also important to remind children that it is OK to laugh, play and have fun.
Although there may be sad times it is also the opportunity to do special things
together to create treasured memories.

TALKING TO YOU HAS MADE
ME REALISE MY FEELINGS ARE
NORMAL - I FELT SOMETIMES
AS IF I WAS GOING MAD.
AGED 15
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If they ask you something and you either don’t know or you are not quite sure
how to answer you could just say “I don’t know – but I’ll try and find out for
you if I can” or “that’s a difficult question, I need to think about that one can
I come back to you?” Always make sure you return to their question as soon
as you can.
If they ask if their special someone is going to die it is important to be honest.
“Yes, sadly Granny will die because of her illness but we are going to spend
lots of special time with her to show how much we love her.” Children may
ask when it will happen and this can be very difficult to answer because you
might not know this yourself. As stated before, it is OK to say you don’t know.
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THOUGHTS AND FEELINGS
Children may ask questions or may prefer to keep their thoughts to themselves.
At this time children may be feeling a whole range of emotions:-

ANGRY
LONELY

SAD

GUILTY

EMBARRASSED

WORRIED

UNCERTAIN

They can also struggle to concentrate or be more forgetful. You may notice
that they are more sensitive to criticism and seem angry at times.
However, don’t assume that every behaviour or emotion they display is about
their loved one being ill. Children’s everyday life - for example, friendships,
school or work - may still be the most prominent feature of their day. If they
are behaving differently talk to them and try to find out what is worrying them.
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VISITING
When visiting their relative, children can be unsure about what they are allowed
to do. They may worry about hurting their loved one if they hug them or may
be unsure what to talk about. It is helpful to check with them how they are
feeling and give them some ideas as to what they can do or say.
It can help to have some activities they can do with their loved one, for example;
reading a story, drawing a picture or playing a game. This gives some focus
rather than just sitting quietly (not an easy task for most children).
If there are significant changes in the health or appearance of the person
who is ill, explain this to your child before they visit so they are prepared.
Many children like to feel they have helped in some way so allow them to do
some age appropriate tasks so they feel involved with the care of their loved one.
For example, they may like to make them a drink, read to them or fetch
something they need.

WAYS TO SAY GOODBYE
If children visit their loved one around the time of them dying, you should make
sure they are as prepared as possible and where feasible, they should be given
choices. Each child may need to deal with it differently. Some children want to
stay and be in the room, others may want to be present but not in the room,
others may prefer to stay at home or continue with their normal routine like
going to school.
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Remember, there are no right or wrong ways to do this – the most important
point is to talk openly and explore with your child what they want to do and
assure them whatever they want to do is OK. If it doesn’t seem appropriate or
children themselves choose not to visit the person who is dying, here are some
suggestions as to what they can do instead:
• Make a picture or card to let them know how much you love them
• Make a friendship bracelet for the person (or two so they have one each)
• Talk to them directly on the phone or send them a video from their phone
• Send in a cuddly toy or other item that is meaningful to them

LEAVING MEMORIES - CREATING
MEMORY BOXES AND BOOKS
Creating a memory box or book for your child or grandchild is a way of leaving
them something of you. As a parent or grandparent, there are things only
you will know about your child so writing them down is really helpful. Children
continue to have a connection or bond with the person who dies and so a
memory book or box can be a helpful tool to help them with their grief, not
only immediately after the death but for years to come. If you require further
information on how to create a memory book or box, please contact the
Family and Carer Support Team. You can find their details on page 25.
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COPING AS A PARENT
It’s important to remember you will also be struggling with what is happening
and that you won’t always have all the answers yourself. You may be feeling
very anxious and worried too.
Make sure you have the support of someone who can listen objectively and
give you the opportunity to talk about your own anxieties and fears. This may
be a close friend or family member or you may prefer to see someone from
our Family and Carer Support Team.

QUESTIONS CHILDREN MIGHT ASK

“Is it my fault?”

"Does it hurt to die?"

“Can they come back and visit?”
“Where will they go?”

“Why do people have to die?”
“If I am good will that stop them dying?”
Children’s questions need to be answered sensitively and honestly – remember
it is OK to say “I don’t know”. Ask them what they think as this will enable you
to explore what is on their mind and help you to find some answers together.
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SUPPORTING A CHILD AFTER
SOMEONE SPECIAL HAS DIED
Children often grieve in a different way to adults and how they react will depend
on their age and ability to express themselves emotionally.
How should they be told?
This is best done as soon as possible and preferably by a parent (or if that is
not possible, someone close to them such as a relative). Explain what has
happened in a clear, simple way and ask them if they have any questions.
Avoid terms like ‘gone to sleep’ or ‘lost’ as these terms seem impermanent
and can cause confusion. This can prompt thoughts that their loved one will
eventually wake up or come back or could cause distress if they feel they are
lost somewhere and need people to try and find them.
When explaining to them that their loved one has died it may be helpful to
ask if they understand what that means (particularly with younger children).
You could explain, for example, that “Grandad has stopped breathing and
his heart and body has stopped working and he can no longer think or feel
anything.” Children might ask where their loved one has gone. You may have
particular family or religious beliefs that help to explain what happens when
someone dies.
It may be that they have experienced a pet dying and this may help with their
understanding of what death means. You can also explore your child’s own
belief by asking what they think or by trying to work it out together.
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SEEING THE PERSON AFTER
THEY HAVE DIED
Some children want to do this and others don’t. As a parent, you may also have
particular views. If your child is asking to view their loved one’s body, talk to
them and try to establish why this feels important for them to do. There may
be something that is particularly worrying them about the person’s death
which needs exploring. Some children find it quite helpful, others may be
fearful. If it is agreed they should see their loved one’s body, ensure they
are prepared;
• Tell them the person may look different (it would be advisable for you
to see the body first to assess if it is appropriate or to explain particular
differences)
• Explain that the body of their loved one will be very cold and still
• Ask if they have any questions
• Tell them that they can change their mind at any time and only have to stay
for a short time if that is all they want
• Make time to talk with them later and check out how they are feeling;
answer any questions they may have
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THE FUNERAL
Death is a natural part of life and joining together at a funeral to say goodbye
to a loved one is a special family occasion. People have mixed views as to
whether children should attend a funeral and it can be easy to exclude them;
perhaps in the belief that they can be protected from more sadness.
However, when children are well prepared and given a choice about their
involvement in the funeral, it can be beneficial.
Before the funeral
They may want to write a letter or put something important to them in the
coffin before the funeral. Your child may even want to be part of the service
itself, by reading a poem or something they have written themselves or
playing a piece of music.
They may also want to help with planning the funeral by, for example,
choosing the music to be played. Obviously, this is a very difficult and
upsetting time for you but taking some time to talk to your child about
the funeral and what they would like to do can really help them to say
goodbye to their loved one.

DAD’S FUNERAL WAS AMAZING.
SO MANY PEOPLE CAME, IT MADE
US REALLY PROUD THAT SO
MANY PEOPLE LOVED HIM.
AGED 11
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ATTENDING THE FUNERAL
Although upsetting, attending funerals can be helpful to children. As well as
allowing them to say goodbye to their loved one, it can also be helpful for them
to see how important the person was to others. However, it is useful to make sure
they are aware of what will happen at the funeral and are as prepared as possible.
They may choose to attend some parts but not all of it. If they are going to be
at the service make sure that someone they are comfortable with is on hand
to take them out if they become too upset or restless.
Cremation and burial
If your loved one is being cremated, children may ask what this means and what
will happen. This can understandably be difficult to explain and a blunt explanation
- particularly for younger children - may cause distress or confusion.
One way you could minimise this is to remind them that their loved one can
no longer think or feel anything.
For a cremation, you could explain by saying something like “Granny’s body is
now like a shell. When it is cremated it is treated in a special way to change the
body to a powdery dust often called ashes or remains which we can keep,
bury or scatter in a special place”. You should also explain to them what will
happen to the coffin e.g. that it will be lowered or a curtain will go around it
near the end of the service.
For a burial, you could explain that the person’s body is going to be put in a box
called a coffin and taken to a plot of ground where a hole has been dug, where
the coffin will buried and where it will eventually turn to dust.
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VISITING THE GRAVE
Children may be confused as to how
their loved one can be in two places
at the same time; in both a grave and
wherever they may have imagined
their loved one to be, for example
in Heaven or a star.
You may need to explain many times that
it is the shell of their loved one that is in the grave
and that this part of them can no longer think or feel anything.

IT IS IMPORTANT TO TALK TO YOUR
CHILD AND GIVE THEM A CHOICE.
CHILDREN OFTEN APPRECIATE THE
OPPORTUNITY TO CONTRIBUTE TO
THE FUNERAL SERVICE.
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DEALING WITH GRIEF
Every child will grieve in their own unique way. Other factors, such as their
personality, temperament and their relationship with the person who has died,
will all influence the way in which they react.
Even babies can sense the worry and distress others are feeling and be
more fractious. Toddlers have the capacity to remember situations and
the emotions connected to them.
Grief reactions can also re-emerge as children get older. As their emotional
and cognitive abilities develop, they may review and re-evaluate the impact
of their loss. Significant events such as moving school, a parent remarrying,
going to university, getting married and having a baby can all trigger bouts
of sadness and grief.
In spite of this, children can be amazingly resilient
and may surprise you with their own insight and
feelings of grief and ability to empathise with yours.
The key here is to keep the lines of communication
open and to keep listening to your child.

The following guidelines (categorised by age) offer insight into children’s
possible reactions to grief and how you can best help to support them.
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GUIDELINES
FOR CHILDREN UP TO FIVE YEARS
• They may have difficulty in understanding the permanence of death.
• The language you use needs to be direct and clear.
• Statements such as “Mummy is sleeping now” will only confuse or create fear.
For example - “If I go to sleep I might die like Mummy?” or “Mummy will
wake up and come back soon”.
• It is useful to check a child understands by asking them what they think.
• They may dip in and out of grief – very upset one minute and then asking to
do something very normal the next.
• They may express their grief as having a tummy or head ache. Their ‘tummy
ache’ could be a real symptom of their grief as children often say that their
sadness is felt in their tummy or heart.
• They may regress in skills and act more like a baby.
• They may ask the same question over and over as they try to make sense of
what has happened and may need lots of reassurance.
• Even younger children are able to pick up on others’ sadness and pain and
can hide their own emotions to protect others.
• They may have a need to relocate the person who has died in their imagination
– e.g to Heaven, a star, or the sky.
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GUIDELINES
SIX TO TEN YEARS
• They may regress in skills or behaviour.
• They may ask the same question over and over as they try to make sense
of what has happened and may need lots of reassurance.
• They can sympathise with those who have experienced loss.
• It is possible for them to develop unusual thoughts and feel responsible for
the death. For example, a child whose grandfather had a stroke and died
after playing with him may experience these feelings.
• Peers may be of good support.
• They may be more able to understand the permanence of death but seek
reassurance of that belief.
• They may move in and out of feeling sadness and can still play and enjoy life.
• They may feel anger and a sense of injustice that their loved one is no longer
with them.
• May fear that other people in their life will die including themselves
• Preoccupied by their own thoughts which can cause lack of concentration
and withdrawl, particularly at school
ELEVEN TO SIXTEEN YEARS
• Abstract thoughts are possible and they can understand the long term
consequences of the loss.
• There will be a transition, both physical and emotional, as they adjust to
losing someone important in their lives.
20

GUIDELINES
• Peers may be supportive.
• They may feel they are different now they have experienced someone
special dying.
• May express their grief through risk-taking behaviour e.g. experimenting
with alcohol/drugs
• They may move in and out of feeling sad.
• They may experience a sense of anger and injustice at what has happened
and how it impacts on their life.
• Anyone who is grieving can experience feeling more sensitive, irritable or angry
as though all their emotional buttons are near the surface and can be easily
pushed to prompt a reaction. Children may also find it difficult to concentrate
and be more forgetful. This can be particularly difficult in relation to school work.
These reactions may not necessarily be evident in the initial period following
the death of someone special. It can be some months later when the reality
of the loss and what it means to them is more keenly felt. As one young girl
explained after her Mother’s death:

I KNOW IT HAS BEEN SIX MONTHS SINCE MUM
DIED BUT I HAVE ONLY JUST REALISED THAT
SHE IS NEVER COMING BACK AND I WILL
NEVER SEE HER AGAIN. IT IS JUST STARTING
TO FEEL REAL AND HURTS MORE THAN EVER.
AGED 8
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Unfortunately, at this time when more support is needed, teachers, family
members and friends may expect your child to be OK. It is therefore helpful
for you as a parent to be aware of this and to maintain a dialogue with others
so they can be vigilant and update you.
It is a good idea to inform the school that your child has experienced the loss
of someone special as soon as it happens. However, you may wish to talk
to your child first and check what they feel comfortable with. Sometimes
they want to select which friends to tell and they may not want teachers
asking them how they are when at school. Alternatively they may want the
opportunity to have time out in school time. In some schools this is a ‘pass’
which they can show to the teacher rather than explaining what is wrong.
The rule of thumb here is to ask them, find out what will feel best for them
at this time and liaise with the school.
How can I help my child when they are grieving?
Children need to maintain a connection and will continue to have a bond with
the person who has died, particularly if it is a parent or significant carer such
as a Grandparent. Whatever age, children need to make sense of what has
happened and how they manage this loss in their lives. They may relocate their
loved one in their imagination, believing them to be a star or in Heaven.
Making sense of it
When someone they love dies, children try to find a way to understand what
has happened and why. They may do this within the framework of their family
belief system or religion. They may struggle with a sense of injustice that this
has happened to them and question what they believe. “What does God do?”,
“Is Daddy in Heaven now?” They may worry about the person who has died
and if they are happy and OK. They may question if the person who has died
can still see them from where they are.

22

It’s important to remember that children don’t always share such thoughts
and feelings openly as they may feel it is not OK to feel this way and to have
these uncertainties. It is useful to ask them what they believe happens after
someone dies to explore their thinking. If this feels too difficult for you it
could be someone who is close to them in the family
Your child can remember their loved one in many ways and they should
be encouraged to do this if they want to. Children can be very creative
and come up with all sorts of wonderful ideas but here is a list of possible
activities you can do with them or suggest they do themselves:
• Make a memory book – include pictures and/or photographs and write
stories of your memories about happy times spent together. You could also
write down the things you loved about them.
• Create a memory garden or make a miniature garden in a tub or box of
some kind and take photos of it as it grows.
• Do something to raise money for a charity that is special to them in memory
of the person who has died. Frame the certificate or copy of the cheque
showing how much money they raised and take pictures as a keep-sake.
• Recording their memories can help not just immediately after the death
of a loved one but for future years.

IT’S BEEN LOVELY MAKING A MEMORY BOOK.
IT’S REMINDED ME OF ALL THE LOVELY THINGS.
WHEN I WAS REALLY SAD I COULD ONLY
REMEMBER THE TIME GRANNY WAS ILL.
AGED 9
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WHEN SHOULD I SEEK FURTHER
ADVICE OR SUPPORT?
Children respond to stressful situations and grief in a variety of ways and as a
parent it can be difficult to know if they require additional support. If however,
there is a significant change in their mood or behavior – such as, they withdraw
from their normal activities, there is a change in their eating or sleeping pattern,
or they appear to be engaging in risky behavior - it may be that they will
benefit from talking to someone about their feelings and fears.
Even if you feel they are OK it may be useful to ask them if they would like to
talk to someone about how they are feeling. Like adults, children sometimes
find it easier to talk to someone ‘objective’ outside the family who they can share
feelings and thoughts with, without them having to worry about how it might
make them feel. Someone who is experienced in talking to children facing or
experiencing the loss of someone they love, such as a counsellor, may be ideal.
This is additional to the love and support they will gain from their own family.
Looking after yourself as a parent
Research has shown that how a parent manages their own grief, can impact
on their ability to support their children. Throughout your loved one’s illness
you may have been juggling additional tasks and making difficult decisions,
in extremely stressful situations.
The period of time immediately after someone dies can be equally busy
and stressful. Remember you are grieving too and this may impact on
your emotional availability to respond to your child. It is therefore equally
important for you to take care of yourself and seek additional support
from family and friends or consider contacting our Bereavement Service.
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CHILDREN’S SERVICE AT
BIRMINGHAM ST MARY’S HOSPICE
Our Children’s Service offers support to you and your children during the
time of someone’s illness and after they die.
If you have concerns about anything and need support and advice you can easily
access this service either by contacting our Children’s Service directly on
0121 752 8753 or by talking to a Nurse, Doctor or Specialist Palliative Care
Social Worker at the Hospice about a referral.
If you would prefer to receive support from outside of the Hospice, we have
listed contact details of other child bereavement services and websites that
might be helpful. It could also be useful to talk to your child’s school who may
have access to additional services.

I NEVER THOUGHT BEFORE THAT
MUMS AND DADS COULD DIE WHY DOES IT HAPPEN?
AGED 7
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OTHER SUPPORT
BEYOND THE HORIZON
Supports children, young people and families in Birmingham who have been
affected by loss and bereavement.
0121 444 5454 www.beyondthehorizon.org.uk
CHILDHOOD BEREAVEMENT NETWORK
A hub for those working with bereaved children, young people and their
families across the UK.
020 7843 6309 www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk
EDWARDS TRUST
Supports children and families in Birmingham who are facing loss and
surviving bereavement.
0121 454 1705 www.edwardstrust.org.uk
THE GRIEF ENCOUNTER PROJECT
Provides support and services to bereaved children, young people
and their families.
0808 802 0111 www.griefencounter.org.uk
HOPE AGAIN
Provides support, advice and information to children, young people and adults
when someone they love dies.
0808 808 1677 www.hopeagain.org.uk
WINSTON’S WISH
Provides practical support and guidance for parents and carers of bereaved
children and young people.
08088 020 021 www.winstonswish.org.uk
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Birmingham St Mary’s Hospice
176 Raddlebarn Road, Selly Park,
Birmingham B29 7DA
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