
 

 

CITY OF EDINBURGH PSYCHOLOGICAL SERVICE: Applying Psychology, Making a Difference 

Supporting Children and Young People with Loss, Change and 

Bereavement 
Many children and young people are facing loss, change and bereavement in their lives.  This may be due a range of 

different experiences such as the illness or death of a friend or family member, the loss of a relationship (someone 

moving away or no longer being a regular part of their life), or the loss of a pet.  This document provides an overview 

of key information and recommended resources to help you support your children with loss, change and bereavement.  

Grief is unique to each person and every family, so adapt these suggestions as needed.  

 

 

 

 

1. How to talk about loss and bereavement  

 

Key information to help you to support your child 

1. How to talk about loss and bereavement 

2. Responses to loss and bereavement 

3. What you can do to help 

4. Taking care of yourself  

5. Where to find additional information or support 

6.  

• Do not avoid the subject with your child, it is important to talk about loss and death 

• Keep your language simple.  Do not use words like ‘passed away’ or ‘went to sleep’ as children can take 

this literally and may think these things could happen to them.  It is best to use the words ‘dead’ or 

‘death’.  Young children may need to have this explained further 

• Be honest and open with your child.  Take into account their age and understanding, telling them basic 

facts and responding to the questions they will have 

• Many young children are likely to repeat questions and all children will need time, support and patience 

to help them to process and understand the situation 

• Children often need reassurance that the death was not their fault and that it will not happen to them or 

someone who is caring for them 

 
Books can be a very helpful way of supporting children to understand death and loss.  Here is a selection of books which have been 
reviewed positively. 

   
 

 
When Someone Has a Very 
Serious Illness by Marge 
Eaton Haagard 

The Invisible String by 
Patrice Karst & Joanne 
Lew-Vriethoff 

Badger’s Parting Gifts 
by Susan Varley 

As Big as it Gets – 
Supporting a Child 
When Someone is 
Seriously Ill – Winston’s 
Wish 

Out of The Blue by Julie 
Stokes & Paul Oxley 
(A book for teenagers) 

 
Winston’s Wish has a list of specialist books and resources - https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/publications-resources/ 
 
For further information on telling children that someone has died go to https://www.childbereavementuk.org/telling-a-child-that-
someone-has-died 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-you/publications-resources/
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/telling-a-child-that-someone-has-died
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/telling-a-child-that-someone-has-died
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Invisible-String-Patrice-Karst/dp/031648623X/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1BESJX9MV57KE&dchild=1&keywords=the+invisible+string&qid=1588525478&s=books&sprefix=The+Invisible,stripbooks,214&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Badgers-Parting-Gifts-35th-Anniversary/dp/1849395144/ref=sr_1_1?crid=3PJ4ZBWB69XM1&dchild=1&keywords=badgers+parting+gifts&qid=1588525604&s=books&sprefix=badger',stripbooks,197&sr=1-1


City of Edinburgh Psychological Services have a Twitter page which you might want to follow: @CEC_EPS 

2. Responses to Loss and bereavement  
 
Everyone responds to loss and bereavement in different ways, however, children and young people’s reactions are 
also likely to be affected by their age and relationship with the person whom they have lost.  It is important to realise 
that children experience the same range of emotions as adults but may express these in different ways.  Younger 
children may get upset for short bursts and then appear to completely forget about the situation.  Adolescents can 
experience very strong emotions which can be frightening and upsetting for them. The table below shows some of 
the different types of emotional and physical responses to loss which may be seen at different ages.   
 

Age or 
Stage 

Babies 
 
 

Toddlers 
and Pre-
School  
 

Primary  Secondary 
 

Emotional 
and 
Physical 
Responses 

• Clinginess 

• Crying 
more 

• Jumpy 

• Anxious 

• Poor 
feeding 

 

• Clinginess 

• Crying more 

• More tantrums 

• Withdrawn 

• Loss of bladder 
control 

• Change in sleeping 
and eating 
patterns 

• Regressed 
behaviour e.g. 
wanting a bottle 

 
For toddlers and young 
children death is 
usually seen as 
temporary and 
reversible 

• Clinginess 

• Upset, crying 

• Irritability, defiance or 
disobedience 

• Anxious 

• Bad dreams 

• Blaming themselves 

• Unsettled, difficulty 
concentrating 

• Forgetfulness 

• Changes in eating and 
sleeping 

• Toileting or bedwetting 
issues 

• Sore tummies or 
headaches 

• Bargaining – making 
promises in return for 
their loved one 

• Anxious and fearful for family, 
friends and themselves 

• Strong emotional reactions 
such as shock, anger, guilt or 
sense of rejection 

• Sense of shame or 
embarrassment  

• Trying to please adults 

• Hiding feelings 

• Spending a lot of time thinking 
about and talking about the 
death 

• Feeling isolated and 
withdrawing 

• Saying or acting like they don’t 
care 

• Risk taking behaviour to 
escape or cope  

• Headaches or physical pains 

For further information on supporting children with additional support needs, go to: - 
https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-children-with-send/   

For further information on children’s responses to grief, and how to offer support go to: - https://www.cruse.org.uk/get-
help/for-parents/children-and-young-peoples-emotional-responses  

 

Changes in behaviour and mood are normal responses to loss and bereavement.   
Grief is exhausting for children as well as adults 

 

3. What you can do to help  
 

Children need ongoing comfort, attention and reassurance.  They can experience grief at different times and in 

different ways as they process their loss, experience new situations and grow and develop.   

• Accept their feelings; it is OK to be sad, angry, fearful, upset or simply feeling OK and getting on with things 

 
• Help children to recognise and name the feelings they have - it is normal to have a variety of responses 

• Talk to children about their feelings and help them to identify helpful ways they can manage the feelings 

• It is OK and helpful for children to see that adults have feelings, and coping strategies, too 

• Prepare your child for the changes they will face 

• Where appropriate involve your child in decisions that may affect them 

• Let your child know that whilst they may be struggling with feelings just now, and will always miss a loved one, 
that they will not always feel so bad 

https://www.winstonswish.org/supporting-children-with-send/
https://www.cruse.org.uk/get-help/for-parents/children-and-young-peoples-emotional-responses
https://www.cruse.org.uk/get-help/for-parents/children-and-young-peoples-emotional-responses
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=http://clipart-library.com/baby-icon.html&psig=AOvVaw2gPdJHs481SAlvvXuCQLeW&ust=1588514715681000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCKjzu8qslekCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=https://www.flaticon.com/free-icon/teenager-man_57114&psig=AOvVaw002WbpuSR_So6qgaYy6ekP&ust=1588515596299000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCMDuhvyvlekCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAG
https://www.google.com/url?sa=i&url=http://clipart-library.com/clip-art/kids-silhouette-vector-21.htm&psig=AOvVaw0In0wAjSpQqgZimj6ujMe0&ust=1588517112240000&source=images&cd=vfe&ved=0CAIQjRxqFwoTCJiqpMS1lekCFQAAAAAdAAAAABAD


City of Edinburgh Psychological Services have a Twitter page which you might want to follow: @CEC_EPS 

Ideas to help children process loss and bereavement 
 

• Create a memory box with a child or together as a household.  Gathering photographs, mementos or special items can 
help everyone to share memories 

• Make a record of special memories or photographs, this could be done online 

• Keep written memories in a special box or jar, which can be added to or looked at, at any time 
 
For support to help children and young people understand funerals, burials or cremations - 
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/pages/search.aspx?q=funerals 
 
It may be helpful to let your child’s school know of the situation so that they can offer support.  Many schools offer the ‘Seasons 
for Growth’ programme which supports children with change, loss and bereavement. 
 

 

Spend quality time with your child and reassure them of your love and support 
 

 

4. Taking Care of Yourself    
 
It is important to take care of yourself in order to best support your children.  Your children will pick up on how you 

are feeling and how you are coping with the situation.  It is OK to show children how you are feeling and also the 

things you are doing to manage the situation for yourself and others. 

• Take time to talk with family or friends about the situation and how you are feeling 

• Try to get plenty of sleep, eat healthily and stay active 

• Make extra time to relax and do things which you enjoy, and which may take your mind off upsetting 
thoughts or worries 

• Manage your own expectations in terms of things you can do; remember that loss and bereavement is 
emotionally and physically exhausting for adults as well as children 

• If you are struggling to cope or are having negative thoughts, find a trusted relative or friend to talk to or 
seek additional support 

5. Additional Information and Support 
Childhood Bereavement UK  
Guidance and short films offer support 
Online resources are offered in a number of different languages 
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/  
Helpline 0800 02 888 40 (Monday-Friday 9am-5pm)  
Email for bereavement support: support@childbereavementuk.org  

Richmond’s Hope  
Provide a range of services for children, young people and families 
in Edinburgh 
https://www.richmondshope.org.uk/  
Phone: 0131 661 6818  
Email: info@richmondshope.org.uk  
  

Winston’s Wish  
https://www.winstonswish.org/  
Freephone National Helpline 08088 020 021 (Monday-Friday 9am-
5pm)  
Free 24/7 text crisis support Text WW to 85258  
 

Young Minds 
Online advice and support for parents and young people 
https://www.youngminds.org.uk/parent/parents-a-z-mental-
health-guide/grief-and-loss/ 

On how to support yourself with bereavement and loss  

Cruse Bereavement Care  
https://www.cruse.org.uk/  
Helpline 0808 808 1677 (Monday-Friday 9.30am-5pm, excluding  
bank holidays and extended hours on Tue/Wed/Thurs when they 
are  
open to 8pm. Saturday and Sunday 10am-2pm)  
Email helpline@cruse.org.uk  

NHS Inform 
https://www.nhsinform.scot/care-support-and-rights/death-
and-bereavement/coping-with-grief 
Online chat available 

 

https://www.childbereavementuk.org/pages/search.aspx?q=funerals
https://www.nhsinform.scot/care-support-and-rights/death-and-bereavement/coping-with-grief
https://www.nhsinform.scot/care-support-and-rights/death-and-bereavement/coping-with-grief

