NSLAP WELLNESS TIP: How to help children deal with the death of a loved one
The following is an article excerpt from Homewood Human Solutions™, your health and wellness
provider.
One of the hardest tasks an adult can face is helping a child deal with the death of a family member or
friend. The task can be made all the more difficult by the fact that you too are grieving. Though you
cannot change the facts of death, you can provide valuable support to a child by helping him or her cope
with the loss of a loved one. The following guidelines are designed to help you and the child better deal
with this difficult time.
Deal with the facts realistically
It is important that you do not downplay the fact of the death or, on the other hand, overly dramatize the
situation. Deal with the issues surrounding the event truthfully. Be as factual as possible. Children have
vivid imaginations and their imaginings are likely to be more frightening to them than the facts. The words
you use may be dictated by the age of the child. The honest, love and compassion that you will convey
will be an important source of comfort and security to the child.
Reassure the child
Some children may feel they are in some way responsible for the death of the loved one. Or, if the death
is the result of some special illness or disease, they may feel their life is threatened. Children need
reassurance. For example, make sure they understand that the doctors worked hard to save the life of the
loved one, and that they themselves are safe and secure.
Acknowledge the child's reactions
Support the child's emotional reactions. Tell them it’s okay to feel sad, that you feel sad, too.
Encourage them to verbalize their grief.
Ask them why they feel sad and what they will remember about the loved one. You can contribute to this
process by telling the child what your feelings are. If you feel comfortable, you may reveal what you do
when you feel sad and what makes you feel better when you are sad.
Explain the process
Let your child know that grief is normal when we lose someone who was important to us. Even though it
will be hard for them to believe, reassure them that their grief and sadness will pass with time.
Involve the child
Most people – adults and children – feel a sense of helplessness in the face of the death of a loved one. It
helps if we can feel involved. You may want to give the child choices about what they could do to say
goodbye. For example, the child could make a drawing, lay a flower at the grave or write something for
the deceased.
Letting the child attend the funeral or memorial service may also be good, provided the child is old
enough to understand what is occurring. The communal nature and the ritual of the service may help the
child feel his or her grief is a shared grief and that they are not alone.
Provide stability and security
Especially during the period immediately following the death, it is important to maintain a sense of stability
and security for the child. Keep to your normal schedule as much as possible in respect to such things as
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meal times, school, and play activities. It is also important to let the child know what is going on, for
example, in terms of plans for the funeral or the arrival of family from out of town.
Professional help
If you are having a hard time dealing with your child's and/or your own grief or you if observe unusual
changes in your child's behaviour, consider looking for professional help.
Watch for warning signs
For example, if she no longer wants to play with friends or take part in other favorite activities she used to
like. Other symptoms could be eating or sleep problems, persistent nightmares or physical complaints
such as stomach pains or headaches that have an obvious physical cause.
Books can help
Some parents find books useful in helping their child through the grieving process. Bookstores and public
libraries have age-appropriate books for your child, such as fictional stories of children experiencing the
death of a loved one. There are also books that provide information and recommend strategies helpful to
parents.
For additional information, support, resources and counseling on health and wellness, visit the NSLAP
website at www.nslap.ca. Please note that NSLAP is your “company” name when you register. When
you call the NSLAP number at 1-866-299-1299, (Français: 1-866-398-9505; TTY: 1-888-384-1152) Your
call will be answered any time, day or night, 365 days per year.
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