
TOOLS
TOOL 9

HOW TO SUPPORT SOMEONE WHO IS GRIEVING THE 
LOSS OF THEIR CHILD 
A family member, friend, or colleague has lost a child and you don’t know what to say or do to 
help them. It is a hard time for everyone and you find yourself scared of saying or doing the wrong 
thing. Here are some tips for what you can say and do to support a grieving parent or child. 

THINGS TO SAY AND DO
DO allow them to talk and express their loss as much as they are able. 

DO offer to be a friend and allow them to talk about their loss as much and as often as they 
want to — ‘Call me at any time if you need to talk.’ 

DO tell the family how sorry you are about the child’s death and about the pain they must  
be feeling — ‘I am so sorry for your loss.’ 

DO be available to listen, to run errands, to help with the other children, or whatever else seems 
needed at the time. 

DO encourage them to be patient with themselves and not to expect too much of themselves.

DO give special attention to the child’s brothers and sisters, grandparents and family at the 
funeral and in the months to come (they are often in need of attention which their parents may 
not be able to give). 

DO let your genuine concern and caring show. Tell them how much you care — ‘I can’t begin to 
imagine how you feel.’

DO recognise that grieving has no time limit and varies from individual to individual. Continue 
to support them beyond the acute period. 

DO talk about your memories of the deceased child and the special qualities that made the child 
endearing and remember to say the child’s name. 

DO acknowledge the death through visits, phone calls, sympathy cards, donations, and flowers.

DO remember important days such as birthdays, the death anniversary, Mother’s Day, Father’s 
Day, and any other significant day, which may be difficult for the bereaved.

DO create opportunities for partners to have time together and time out.

DO keep calling, always leave a message and ring back. Appreciate that your bereaved relative 
or friend doesn’t always return phone calls right away.

DO expect your relationship with the bereaved to change and grow.

DO share your own good news with the bereaved parent. They still want to hear it.
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THINGS YOU SHOULD NOT SAY OR DO
DON’T avoid mentioning their loss or the child’s name out of fear of reminding them of their 
pain (they haven’t forgotten it). 

DON’T change the subject when they mention their dead child. 

DON’T tell them what they should feel or do or DON’T avoid them because you are 
uncomfortable (being avoided by friends adds pain to an already painful experience.) 

DON’T let your friends, family or co-workers grieve alone. There is a tremendous sense of 
isolation and abandonment during the grief process. You can help by caring, by being there, 
and by being the best friend you can. 

DON’T make any comments which in any way suggest that their loss was their fault. 

DON’T point out that at least they have their other children (children are not interchangeable; 
they cannot replace each other). 

DON’T say ‘you should be coping or feeling better by now’ or anything else which may seem 
judgmental about their progress in grieving. 

DON’T say that you know how they feel (unless you’ve experienced their loss yourself you 
probably don’t know how they feel).

DON’T tell them not to cry. It hurts us to see them cry and makes us sad. But, by telling them 
not to cry, we are trying to take their grief away.

DON’T try to find something positive (e.g. a moral lesson, closer family ties, etc.) about the loss. 

DON’T allow your own fears from preventing you from offering support to the bereaved.

DON’T think that good news (family wedding, pregnancy, job promotion, etc.) cancels out grief.

DON’T have expectations for what bereaved parents should or should not be doing at different 
times in their grief.

DON’T expect grieving parents to be strong and don’t compliment them if they seem to be 
strong.

DON’T assume that when a grieving parent is laughing, they are over anything or grieving 
any less.

DON’T wait until you know the perfect thing to say. Just say whatever is in your heart or say 
nothing at all. Sometimes just being there is comfort enough.

DON’T find yourself saying any of the following:

• It was God’s will — It was meant to be.

• He’s in a better place now.

• Time heals all wounds.

• I know just how you feel.

• You are still young enough to have more children. Are you not over it yet? At least you have 
other children.

• It was for the best. — Now you will have an angel in heaven. — It could have been worse...

• It’s been ____________ (amount of time) and you have to get on with your life.

• Everything happens for a reason.

Adapted from BabySteps Children’s Fund, www.babysteps.com
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TEN RIGHTS FOR GRIEVING CHILDREN
Your brother or sister has died. You are probably having many hurtful and scary thoughts and 
feelings right now. Together, those thoughts and feelings are called grief, which is a normal 
(though really difficult) thing everyone goes through after someone they love has died. 

The following ten rights will help you understand your grief and eventually feel better about 
life again. Use the ideas that make sense to you. You can put this list on your bedroom door 
or wall. Re-reading it often will help you stay on track as you start to heal and feel better. You 
might also ask the grown-ups in your life to read this list so they will remember to help you in 
the best way they can. 

1. I have the right to have my own unique feelings about my brother or sister’s death. I may 
feel mad, sad or lonely. I may feel scared or relieved. I may feel numb or sometimes not 
anything at all. No-one will feel exactly like I do. 

2. I have the right to talk about my grief whenever I feel like talking. When I need to talk, I 
will find someone who will listen to me and love me. When I don’t want to talk about it, 
that’s okay too. 

3. I have the right to show my feelings of grief in my own way. When they are hurting, some 
kids like to play so they’ll feel better for awhile. I can play or laugh, too. I might also get 
mad and scream. This does not mean I am bad, it just means I have scary feelings that I 
need help with. 

4. I have the right to need other people to help me with my grief, especially grown-ups who 
care about me. Mostly I need them to pay attention to what I am feeling and saying and to 
love me no matter what. 

5. I have the right to get upset about normal, everyday problems. I might feel grumpy and 
have trouble getting along with others sometimes. 

6. I have the right to have ‘grief-bursts’. Grief-bursts are sudden, unexpected feelings of sadness 
that just hit me sometimes even long after the death. These feelings can be very strong and 
even scary. When this happens, I might feel afraid to be alone. 

7. I have the right to use my beliefs about my God to help me deal with my feelings of grief. 
Praying might make me feel better and somehow closer to my brother or sister who died. 

8. I have the right to try to figure out why my brother or sister died. But it’s okay if I don’t find 
an answer. ‘Why?’ Questions about life and death are the hardest questions in the world. 

9. I have the right to think and talk about my memories of my brother or sister. Sometimes 
those memories will be happy and sometimes they might be sad. Either way, these memories 
help me keep alive my love for them. 

10. I have the right to move forward and feel my grief and, over time, to heal. I’ll go on to live 
a happy life, but the life and death of my brother or sister will always be a part of me. I’ll 
always miss them.

Ten Rights for Grieving Children: Wolfett, A.D. (2005)  
www.healingheart.net
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