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A child’s perspective of death is very different from an adult’s understanding of death. 
Furthermore, as the child grows and matures, his/her ways of thinking about death will 
develop. The ages given below are not meant to be exact but rather representative of the 
differing development stages.  
 
Any child old enough to love is old enough to mourn. 

 Allow children to teach you about their experience of grief. 

 Children in the same age group will react differently. 

 Be honest with children about death. 

 Don’t wait for “one big tell-all.” 

 Encourage children to ask questions about death. 

 Let children know you really care (especially by taking time with them). 

 Understand when children don’t always act sad. 

 Invite children to participate in the funeral. 

 Understand that grieving takes a long time. 
 

Things to be aware of at any age 

 Children’s emotions may be erratic – switching from crying, to giggling, to irritability, all 
without clear cause. 

 Children have a shorter tolerance for active grieving. They automatically break up the 
task into small manageable portions. They may talk about their feelings or tell their 
story for a few minutes, then change the subject, or do something more active. 

 Developmental level will determine the child’s understanding of the meaning of death. 
Young children are often confused about what has happened. 

 Children may fear that they may also die, or that others close to them may die. They 
may fear that no one will be left to care for them. 

 Children believe that their parents are omnipotent. In a child’s mind a parent can 
control everything. When a parent is not able to control death, this is frightening to a 
child, and may threaten their basic sense of security. 

 Children and adolescents are egocentric, having an exaggerated sense of their own 
power and responsibility. Young children have “magical thinking,” believing, “if I think it, 
it will happen.” They may believe that something they have done or said (or NOT done 
or said) caused the death. 

 Children often have multiple losses when a parent dies: loss of attention by surviving 
parent and family members, a move, new school, a new schedule, different caregiver 
(maybe daycare), surviving parent forming new relationships. 
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Young infants to about 2 years 
 
Death Concept 

 Up to 6 months, there is no ability to conceptualize death. 

 From 6 months to 1 year, a loss may be felt as a vague absence or sense of “something 
different.” 

 The death of the primary caregiver will usually result in being upset and depression, 
although there is no ability to understand or attribute meaning to it. 

 Infants can be influenced by the parent’s emotional grief reactions to a loss. 
 
Typical Grief Responses 

 Changes in nursing behaviors 

 Crankiness 

 Change in sleep habits 

 Change in eating habits 

 “I’m upset behaviors” including crying more, thumb sucking, biting 
 
How to help 

 Keep routines as consistent as possible. 

 Touch, holding, and a calming voice can be comforting 
 

About 2 to 6 years 
 
Death Concept 

 Death is understood as temporary and reversible. 

 There is no concept of a personal death; death is something that only happens to other 
people. 

 Dead persons or animals are broken and can be fixed, or asleep and can be awakened, 
or gone and will be back. 

 4-6 year olds may be interested in death, and want to see and touch dead things. 
 
Typical Grief Responses 

 May not understand their new, scary feelings and may not be able to verbalize what is 
happening inside them. 

 May ask questions about death over and over again. 

 During play, may reenact the death. 

 May regress (clinging, sucking thumb, losing potty training, baby talk, wanting to sleep 
with adult, etc.) 

 Change in eating or sleeping patterns 

 May not understand irreversibility of death 
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 Other common misconceptions include the following: 
o Equating sleep with death. 
o Will someone else die, too? (linked the explanation from adults: After hearing 

grandpa died of a “headache,” if someone else has a headache, will they die, 
too? After hearing grandpa died because he is “old,” daddy is old too, is he going 
to die? 

o They may blame themselves for the death. I forgot to pray for my sister and that 
is why she died. I said I wished grandpa would die, and then he did. 

How to Help 

 Keep routines as consistent as possible. 

 Hold and touch, reassuring that someone will be there to take care of them. 

 Reinforce the irreversibility of death. 

 Communicate openly and honestly, giving information appropriate to their level of 
understanding. Avoid euphemisms. 

 Give the child many opportunities to ask any questions they desire. 

 Allow/encourage/validate feelings of sadness, anger, relief, etc. 

 Check for the child’s secret feelings of guilt for the death, and let them know they were 
not responsible.  

 Minimize reactions to child’s regression, recognizing it as normal. Do set appropriate 
limits, but allow times for comforting.  

 
About 6 to 9 years 
 
Death Concept 

 From 6-9 years, a clearer understanding of death is developing, and by age 9 the child’s 
concept of death is very similar to an adult. 

 Death is not reversible or temporary but only happens to some, or to other people. 

 There is an increased interest in the physical and biological aspects of death. 

 “Magical thinking” still predominates with the belief that thoughts can make things 
happen (even accidents and death). 

 Death is often thought of as a person or a “ghost” figure. 
 
Typical Grief Responses 

 Children in this age group tend to express their grief primarily through play. 

 They may hang back socially and academically. 

 May act out because they don’t know how to handle their feelings of grief. 

 “Magical thinking” may lead to feelings of guilt. 

 They may be concerned whether there will be someone to take care of them, and fear 
abandonment. 

 They may have questions about death. 

 They may fear death of the surviving parent, or their own death. 
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 They may want to protect their surviving parent and family members. 

 They may try to become like the deceased. 
 
How to Help 

 Give clear information, avoiding euphemisms. 

 Encourage questions, and answer them honestly. If you don’t know something, don’t 
make something up, but find out the answer and get back with them. 

 Validate feelings: crying, feeling bad, sadness and anger are all OK. 

 Adults can share some feelings with children, to start discussion and normalize. 

 Keep routines as consistent as possible. 
 

About 9 to 12 Years 
 
Death Concept 

 Child’s concept of death expands to that held in adult life. 

 An objective curiosity develops “Is the body mangled?” “Is the blood blue? The body 
stiff? Cold?” 

 Even though there is a cognitive awareness of death and its universality and finality, 
there is a strong tendency towards denial. 

 There is an increased interest in what happens after death. 
 
Typical Grief Responses 

 They may also act out because they don’t know how to deal with their feelings of grief. 

 They may want to know all the gory details about the death, embalming. 

 They may have more anger (often expressed toward parents). 

 They may become withdrawn, and feeling different is very disturbing for them. 

 They may worry about the impact of the death (like financial duties, etc.). 
 
How to Help 

 They need support of others who have gone through similar experiences. 

 They need to have time to do normal things with normal friends, playing and being kids. 

 They may or may not want to talk about it, so honor their wishes yet make yourself 
available. 

 
About 12 through Adolescence 
 
Death Concept 

 Their death concept is now very much like an adult. 

 There is a strong egocentrism and a tendency to think of themselves as immortal. 
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 Subjective curiosity develops: “What is the meaning of life?” “What is my special 
mission?” “Why doesn’t anyone besides me understand the implications of life and 
death?” 

 
Typical Grief Responses 

 They may protest by acting. 

 They may withdraw. 

 They may have strong feelings of anger and depression. 

 They may feel that life has been unfair to them, and express this through anger. 

 They may test their own mortality through risky behaviors (drugs, alcohol, promiscuous 
sexual behavior, reckless driving). 

 Loss and grief threaten to pull them back into the family, and this creates a conflict 
between admitting vulnerability and asserting their independence. 

 
How to Help 

 Peer support. 

 Support their feelings competency and control. 

 Normalize volatile emotions and fears of aggression. 

 Let them know they do not have to be the “man of the family” or take care of the 
surviving family members. 

 Support the need to have a social life outside the home, even while the family is 
grieving. 

 
Based upon material from the following: 
Material prepared by Jerald Gottlieb, PhD, private practice in Plano, Texas 
Article excerpted from Dr. Wolfelt’s book Healing the Bereaved Child, Companion Press 
 
If you have further questions, please contact a bereavement counselor at 859.277.2700 for a 
telephone consultation. A counselor will be happy to discuss your concerns and help you make 
a decision about counseling.  
 
A counselor may suggest helpful reading materials, or you may choose to visit our library to 
explore our reading and audio/video materials on loss and grief. 

 

 

 

Bluegrass Care Navigators  

Bluegrass Extra Care | Bluegrass Transitional Care | Bluegrass Palliative Care 

Bluegrass Hospice Care | Bluegrass Grief Care 
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