“WHEN SOMEBODY DIES”

CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLES UNDERSTANDING, NEEDS, AND REACTIONS TO DEATH 
(Adapted with permission from the work of Robin Cooper) 
Introduction

Coping with Loss 
Each child or young person will react to the loss of a family member or other significant person in their lives in their own individual way. There are many factors that influence how this is accomplished.
It is possible however to suggest the following indicators as the main influences that affect the journey of grief following the death of  a parent, a family member or  another significant person in their lives:
1
The type of death and the rituals that accompany it.

2
The relationship the child experienced with the deceased.

3
The ability of the surviving parent to care for and nurture the child.

4
The ability of the family members to offer emotional support to the child and surviving parent.

5
Other family influences such as the size of the family, its financial security and stability, and its ability to cope with change and disruption.

6
The support the child may receive from peers and school.

7
The child’s own stage in understanding the concept of death.

UNDERSTANDING, NEEDS, AND REACTIONS AS A RESULT OF DEATH
BIRTH - AGE 4
(N.B: Ages are for general guidance only)
UNDERSTANDING




There is little or no understanding of death.



Infants may sense the absence of a parent.



Infants may miss familiar sounds smells and touches.


Children may sense feelings of sadness, and become aware of any anxiety or distress around them.


In the second year onwards, the early understanding of grief is apparent. Children 
may search for the missing person.


There may be an increase in anger

  There is a growing awareness of non-verbal expressions.


Very young children understand death to be temporary and reversible. The deceased is expected to return.


Some children are illogical in blaming self for what has happened. They believe their actions can control events and this leads to feelings of guilt.


Some children think that death and sleeping are the same. This promotes fear.

NEEDS


The child needs positive care and attention. It is imperative that s/he receives nurturing care. If nurturing attention is absent, this can lead to an inability to establish close emotional ties in adult life.


The child needs to feel close to primary carers. The child may fear losing the primary carer’s love. If possible, time spent away from the primary carer should be limited. There is a need for holding and hugging.


It is difficult for children to cope with the many changes that can happen to the family. A consistency in environment and routines is helpful in these circumstances of change. Any changes in family circumstances affecting the child should, if at all possible, be gradual. 


Children of this age are unable to verbalise feelings even though they are keenly aware of non-verbal expressions. Consequently they have a need to act out such feelings. This often results in misbehaviour or disobedience and such children need to learn appropriate ways to release hostility, frustration and aggression. 


There is the beginning of a realisation that they are missing someone that others have in their families. 

REACTIONS


In the first year, a change in mood or way of caring, or absence of carer may cause distress to the child. 


This can show itself in increased crying, irritability, disturbed sleep patterns, erratic feeding.


The demonstration of denial in the form of shock is displayed along with despair at the prolonged absence of the person who is no longer present. Many children will consistently ask for the absent parent.


Many children cling to the principal carer as a source of comfort. Further clinging and insatiable demands may be made for affection and approval.


Some children become lethargic and pre-occupied.


An infant may become withdrawn and unresponsive. This can show itself in a refusal to hold eye-contact, to smile or seek any form of physical comfort.


Distress may be manifested in disturbed sleeping and eating patterns.


Yearning for the deceased may promote a demonstration of anger. 


There may also be feelings of guilt because of the belief they are responsible for the death. 


This may promote demanding behaviour, regression to baby behaviour and language, tantrums and bed-wetting.


Many children display physical aggression, hitting, biting, and bullying.


Outward signs of grief are not always visible.


Children can behave as if nothing has happened.

UNDERSTANDING, NEEDS AND REACTIONS AS A RESULT OF LOSS
AGE 5-10
(N.B: Ages are for general guidance only)

UNDERSTANDING




There is a complete realisation that someone is missing from the family unit.


Within this age range children come to understand the permanence and irreversibility of death.



They may understand death is the result of accident or illness.



There is a tendency to fantasise. They believe they can talk to the dead person or that the bereaved is watching over them.



Some think that what has happened to their family is a punishment. They blame themselves for what has happened.


Some believe their actions control the behaviour and destiny of others.



Children become a little less egocentric and begin to show empathy to others.


Some still believe it is right to take on an adult role, which can prevent them coming to terms with loss.

NEEDS


There is a need for the changes that are occurring in the family to be explained. Otherwise they will be misunderstood.


There is a need to be reassured regarding their fear of being abandoned by the remaining parent.


The child yearns for the absent parent.


There is a need for reassurance, attention and love.


There is a need for children to learn appropriate ways to release hostility, frustration and aggression.


There is a fear of the future. This can show itself in exaggerated concerns about money, food, and the home.


Some children become self conscious about the family being different to others. Again there is a need for explanation and reassurance.

REACTIONS


There can be regression to the reactions of younger children: - crying, bed-wetting, thumb-sucking, disturbed sleeping or eating patterns, aggression towards or withdrawal from others.


Children may become irritable.


Many children may fear for their own survival and a fear that the other parent may also die.


Many children display psychosomatic complaints such as headaches, feelings of nausea and diarrhoea.


There may also be disruption in school attendance.


Many children show a fall in academic achievement.


Many children display a lack of self-esteem and self-confidence.


The outward signs of grief are not always visible. Peer pressure may make the child feel they are not able to express their feelings.


The fear of ridicule by peers may be strong. This may give the impression that they do not need support. Some become the target of bullying by peers who do not understand the grief being experienced.


Many children display physical aggression, hitting, kicking, biting, and bullying.


Other common behaviour indicators are the refusal to speak or insatiable demands for affection and approval.


Some bereaved children turn into bullies as a way of reasserting themselves in their own confused emotional setting.


Some can become pre-occupied with death.


Some children have a real fear of the future. The child may feel that there is nowhere for him/her to feel safe.


Some children of this age have a problem with self identity.


Some children display an insatiable hunger for money and material things.

UNDERSTANDING, NEEDS AND REACTIONS AS A RESULT OF LOSS
AGE 11-18
(N.B: Ages are for general guidance only)

UNDERSTANDING

At this age, young people begin to think abstractly about death.


The concept of death becomes accepted as something totally irreversible.


Many tend to think about the justice and injustice of death.


Many young people begin to contemplate their own mortality.


Some begin to explore the different beliefs about an after-life. 

 There is a consciousness, and sometimes, shame that the family is different.

 Changes in family situations can cause anger, fear, a loss of personal identity, and low self-esteem.

NEEDS

There is a need to hide the intense emotional pain. This is often expressed in extreme anger.


There is a need for security as there is often a feeling of vulnerability. All 
questions should be answered honestly.


This can be a time of depression and loneliness. 


Many young people feel the need to busy themselves with activities and friends, seeking approval. There is a need for peer approval. 


There is often an acute sensitivity to family tensions. 


There may be a desire to compensate feelings of loss with more 
possessions.


Parental illness is a great fear.


Authority is often challenged.
REACTIONS

These years are already a time of transition, from the security of childhood to the independence of self and personal identity. Loss adds pressure to this natural progression.


Bereavement can add to the young person’s unwillingness to communicate with adults.


They may become over-sensitive amongst their peers.


The predominant reaction at this age is one of anger, which may be a cover for the pain being experienced. With some, the anger they feel makes them aggressive and anti-social towards their families and within their different community groupings.


Some young people have difficulty coping with the loneliness they may feel and their own inability to reach out for support. 


Some young people may withdraw from friends and activities.


Some have continual experience of nightmares. 


School work may suffer as the young person tries to come to terms with his/her feelings. Some may begin cheating in an attempt to keep up with work. Absence and lateness may increase.


Often the young person may resort to lying. Some may resort to stealing / shoplifting.


Many young people suffer from psychosomatic illnesses such as headaches or stomach aches.


There may be frequent mood swings in this adolescent period. There is a great sensitivity to emotional tension in the family which is often expressed negatively.


Many young people are overwhelmed with additional responsibility of substituting for the missing parent in family matters.


Typical fears experienced by young people include: 

· illness of parent, 

· inadequate money, 

· being different to others,

· being ridiculed, 

· being lonely, and,

· being unpopular.


Many young people suffer from mood swings; from elation to severe depression, and withdrawal from family or friends.


There may be an increased attitude of violence and aggression to self or others.


Some display eating, obsessive and self-harming disorders.


Some resort to alcohol, drugs and sexual promiscuity.

· In extreme cases, suicidal tendencies may be displayed.

…………………………………………………………………………………………….


For more detailed information please note the comprehensive list of books and websites included on this CD or make direct contact with your local Rainbows Registered Director.
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