
WHAT TO EXPECT DURING 
THE GRIEVING PROCESS

 CHILDREN AGED 7-13



NAVIGATING YOUR WAY AS A PARENT THROUGH YOUR 
CHILD’S GRIEVING PROCESS 
 
In order to best support your child, it is important to understand what to 
expect during the grieving process, and how to manage different grief 
reactions. Children who have lost someone close to them will experience a 
range of feelings, thoughts, physical reactions, and behaviours associated 
with grief over the days, months, and years that follow the loss. Children’s 
expressions of grief are different to adults, and they may slip in and out of 
grief, so they may appear to be coping some days while other days they 
struggle greatly. Differing expressions of grief may be influenced by various 
factors, such as age, family situation, relation to the deceased, and how 
expected or unexpected the loss was to them.  

1.  WHAT IS GRIEF, BEREAVEMENT, AND MOURNING? 
Grief refers to the natural, internal processes we experience in response 
to loss. This includes psychological and physiological responses a person 
experiences after the loss of a significant person. Bereavement is the period 
of time after a loss, during which grief is experienced and mourning occurs. 
Mourning is an external expression of adapting to a loss, often in the form of 
cultural customs, rituals, and ceremonies. 

2.  HOW CHILDREN GRASP THE CONCEPT OF DEATH 
Age and developmental level have considerable influence on a child’s 
understanding of and reaction to loss. Typically, children at this age struggle 
to develop an understanding of death as permanent. Once navigated, this 
revelation may lead to an increase in anxiety about themselves or other loved 
ones dying as well. Children at this age have a limited capacity for expressing 
themselves through language and may express their feelings behaviorally.

3.  TYPICAL FEELINGS AND BEHAVIOURS EXPERIENCED BY CHILDREN 
Your child may experience feelings of fear, anger, vulnerability, sadness/
despair, shock, longing, guilt, anxiety and loneliness. Typical behaviours 
include crying, social withdrawal, restless hyperactivity, absent-minded 
behaviour and avoidance. The need for comfort is particularly important.
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4.  TYPICAL PHYSICAL REACTIONS EXPERIENCED BY CHILDREN
Your child may experience tightness in the chest, hollowness (pit) in the 
stomach, dry mouth, shortness of breath, oversensitivity to noise, weakness 
in muscles, lack of energy/fatigue, appetite disturbances and/or weight loss/
gain. It is also common for children to experience sleep disturbances, which 
may result in them requesting to sleep with a surviving parent or loved one 
for comfort. This may be a manifestation of anxiety, depression, or fears of 
having nightmares, being alone, or waking up late.

5.  COMMON COPING MECHANISMS 
•     Children may ask you many questions, including questions about how 

their loved one died, where the person is, and when they are coming 
back. 

•     Children may withdraw from family and/or friends.

•     Children may act out or misbehave through a display of attention-seeking 
or aggressive behaviours.

•     Children may display concentration difficulties and/or not perform as well 
at school.

•     They might visit places or carry objects that remind them of the 
deceased, and this is healthy to a point.

•     Children often treasure objects that belonged to the deceased.

•     Avoid reminders of the deceased under certain circumstances.



6.  HOW TO SUPPORT YOUR CHILD
•     Try to maintain their typical routines.

•     Be there for them by providing care and reassurance, using active 
listening skills to show you’re engaged.

•     Encourage them to ask questions and provide simple, clear, honest, and 
age-appropriate answers.

•     Normalise emotional expression and talking about grief.

•     Provide information about grief; how it comes and goes; and how it can 
bring strong emotions.

•     Encourage emotional expression in whatever way is right for them - 
verbally, creatively, or physically/tactilely (hugs!).

•     Reassure that emotional expression is healthy and that their emotions 
won’t make anything terrible happen.

•     Assure them that it was not their fault that the person died.

•     Acknowledge that grief may be the reason for their change in 
behaviour.

•     Provide opportunities for the child to regain a sense of control, giving 
them choices in next steps that you create.

•     Help them differentiate between things that are controllable and those 
that aren’t.

•     Ensure they feel cared for and valued, offering affirmations when 
possible.

•     Reiterate they are supported and review who and/or what act as 
supports in their life.

•     Reassure them that they will get through this difficult time, acknowledging 
their strengths and courage.

7.  SIGNS OF DISTRESS AND DE-ESCALATION TIPS
Common signs of distress include excessive distractibility, erratic behaviour, 
risk-taking behaviour, disturbed thinking, not eating and/or sleeping, frequent 
stomach aches, headaches, and/or complaints of nausea, increased nervous 
habits and self-harm. 

The following tips will help you to de-escalate your child in moments of distress:

1.     Approach your child and the situation in a calm manner. A calm 
presence will comfort your child and will make them feel safe.

2.     Offer to take your child to another location where they may feel safer 
than in the environment where the reaction occurred.

3.     Allow your child to express their felt experience, asking what feelings 
are emerging, and where they are feeling these emotions in their bodies. 
Employ reflective listening to validate your child’s emotional experience.

4.     Offer to practice a grounding technique, such as “Hand on Heart,” emphasising 
the importance of using a coping skill when we feel big emotions. Hand on 
heart is a self-care and emotion regulation tool to reduce distress, with three 
components that helps calm the child; physical touch (comfort/nurturing), 
breathing (physical calming), and counting (cognitive redirection).

5.     After practicing this strategy, ask your child what number (from 1 to 10) 
he or she is in that moment on the “distress metre”, or level of distress, 
where 1 is completely calm and collected, 5 is moderately agitated and 
distressed, and 7-10 is distressed enough to need a time out to practice 
self-care or reach out to a support person.

6.     If they are still distressed, encourage your child to engage in something 
self-soothing, such as drawing, listening to music, going for a walk, etc. 

7.     Having gone through these steps and reducing their distress, children 
develop an understanding that emotions, although powerful, can be 
manageable and will pass.
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