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Supporting Children through the
Death of a Loved One

Often a notion that children do not belong at bedside to witness and be around end of life, death, and
dying. Adults often have desire to protect a child by removing them from any aspect related to the
death of a loved one.

Ex: ‘Children shouldn't see this. Remove them from the room/ house, etc.’

Death does not have to be traumatic. We can prepare a child for witnessing and participating in end
of life of a loved one in the following ways:

¢ Prepare child for changes in loved one: Children do not deal well with surprises. Dependent
of development there is a great deal of room for error in a child’'s thinking: guilt, magical
thinking, blame, etc. Their minds will often fill in missing information with misinformation. This
is more reason to prepare a child when death is occurring. Discuss changes, possibly share a
picture of change and talk about what is different, talk about what they will experience in the
visit with loved one. What will they see, what will they smell, what will they feel... Is their loved
one experiencing:

Sleepiness

Confusion/agitation

Pain

Skin color changes

Focus on the senses

o O O O O O

Eating/drinking
Ex: 'Is little brother sleeping all the time and unable to be playtful like before?

¢ Guidelines for visiting: Set the parameters by preparing them for how they will need to
behave; they want to do the right thing but may need guidance. This may be a very sensory
driven experience for them. Give informed choices about their visit. Allow them to leave the
visit when they are ready; never force a visit. Spend some time going over:

Do they need to be quiet?

Are they able to touch their loved one?
Does the visit need to be brief?

Is there equipment they should not touch?
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Reinforce they do not have to stay in the room



Involve the child being in the room: There are many ways to involve a child being in the
room. It is natural to want to protect child from signs of worsening illness but may lead to the
child feeling excluded. Exclusion can lead to fear and resentment later. When there is inability
for child to process circumstances, he/she may feel blindsided when catastrophic events take
place. Keep communication open, especially regarding loved one’s end of life changes.

Ex: 'your brothers’ condition is getting worse’ or ‘your brother is more tired today.’
Infant/toddler

Allow for physical contact: holding hands, touch, help rub lotion or apply Chapstick
Resting/napping with loved one: laying in bed with loved one (when possible)

Allow them to play quietly nearby. Provide small toys or books.
Keep visits brief to avoid child becoming restless during visit.
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Early childhood/ School-Age

Decorate walls with paintings/drawings/ photographs

Tell stories or talk about their day

Quiet activities nearby like doing homework or watching a movie
Read a book to the loved one

Apply lotion to hands

Cuddling/holding hands

Adolescents

Involve in care of loved one (do not force)
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Sit and read/do homework

Hold hands

Talk about upcoming important events (graduation, school activities, etc.)

Say goodbye (allow private time with loved one without rushing them to say what they
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need without an audience)

Memory Making: Opportunity to create memories between child and loved one. Is not only
about product at the end but process to get there.

Painted handprints of child and loved one together on canvas

3D hand sculpture

Recording video/audio of child and loved one together reading a book or telling stories
Creating photo album together
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Hand impression

Plan for Child at Time of Death: It is best to develop plan ahead of time. At the time of death
emotions can be scattered and decision making can be difficult. Spend some time with child
and other adult caregivers talking and deciding the following. This pre-planning can allow the
child to have a voice and feel a sense of control and safety when all else may feel out of control.

o How does the child want to find out about the death?
- Ifatschool, do they want to be picked up right away?



- Who will pick them, find a safe place, and tell them death has occurred?
- If at home, who will wake them and tell them?

o Does the child hope to be present at time of death?
- Some will want to be and some don't.
- When death nears who will pick them up and prepare them for what they might see?

o Keep child at home if at all possible but create alternate plan.
-Favorite caregiver (babysitter, other family member) to be present to support child so
other adults can grieve the way that is needed with child present in the home.
-Allow choice of where they want to go if they decide not to be there but have plan if
they change their mind at the last minute to stay. Who will be available?

o Give child the choice to see loved one after death to say goodbye
-Prepare them for what they will see
-Involve them in care. Ex: Do they want to brush loved one’s hair?
-Send a letter, photo, or special object with loved one when body leaves the home

o Prepare them for environment in the home. Home is a safe place that will soon have a
lot of activity happening they may not understand or become overwhelmed by.
-have alternate caregiver to provide for child’s needs/ remind them of what was
discussed.

Ex: Get them something to eat, give attention to tears
‘remember the man from the funeral home is coming to get your brothers body’

-Crying adults

-Numerous people in and out of the home
-Funeral home personnel

-Removal of the body



