Supporting you and your family
when your child has died
Grief and bereavement
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We would like to offer our sincere sympathy to you, your family and
friends on the death of your child. This booklet contains information
about grief and some of the feelings that parents may experience
following their child’s death.
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There is no greater sadness in life than the death of a child. No parent
expects their child to die before them. It is impossible to imagine the
degree of pain and sorrow experienced by parents as they live with
their loss.
Grieving refers to learning to live with your loss and the changes that
have taken place in your life. It is not about forgetting: this is not
possible as your love for your child is too great and your relationship
is too significant to ever forget. Grieving is about being able to
gradually think about your child without feeling so much pain but
still experiencing some of the warmth, love and happiness that you
shared when he or she was alive. It is only by experiencing and living
with the various feelings of grief that the pain can begin to be worked
through.
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Feelings that you may experience
Parents describe experiencing a whole range of feelings following the
death of their child including shock, disbelief, sadness, emptiness,
anger, guilt and even in some instances, relief when a child has
suffered long illness, painful procedures or poor quality of life. Parents
often describe experiencing a number of these feelings at the same
time and this can feel frightening and confusing. It is important to
realise that these feelings are part of the grieving process and need
to be expressed and dealt with.
Shock
When you were told of or were present at the death of your child,
you may have felt shocked, stunned and completely traumatised. It
is often numbness that gets parents through the first few days and
the funeral. Parents often describe that it was only afterwards they
realise that they were numbed. Shock can be a frightening experience
and parents sometimes report that they believe they have no feelings
left either for their child, other family members, or each other. The
numbness does however gradually subside and many other feelings
take its place.
Disbelief
Throughout the grief process parents frequently express disbelief
that their child has died .Disbelief is a subconscious way of protecting
ourselves from extreme distress and can sometimes seem to ease
the pain. Parents often talk about their child as if he or she is still
alive. Some parents can also describe finding comfort from being
close to personal items of their child, such as clothes and blankets
etc. This can bring some comfort.
3

Despair
Shock and disbelief may be accompanied by frequent pangs of
despair. Sometimes people feel totally disorganised and are unable
to complete even simple tasks.
The feelings of desolation give meaning to the word heartbreak as
the yearning to have your child back becomes so intense. There can
be reminders everywhere you go and you may miss their presence at
every mealtime, bedtime and morning. You may think you hear them
talking or crying. Some parents describe a feeling of helplessness
and sharing these feelings with someone close can help. You may
panic about forgetting your child, but this does not happen. Families
have many ways of remembering their child.
Guilt
After a child’s death, parents often feel guilty. There can be many ‘if
only’s’ and people may torment themselves by looking for something
or someone to blame. Guilt and regret are difficult feelings and
can sometimes lead to depression. It is important to be gentle with
yourself and remember that people can only act in the way that they
think is best at a particular time. Try to talk through any feelings of
self-blame with someone close and accept the reassurance given,
despite how low you feel.
Anger
In addition to feelings of guilt, may come feelings of extreme anger
“Why me?”, “Why my child?” People may look for someone or
something to blame. Anger can be directed towards anyone, including
the doctors or other professionals involved, friends, relatives or other
living children. Although frightening, anger can be a part of the
grieving process. There are often no answers to the questions “Why
me? Why now?” There is no good time for a child to die, but it may
be helpful to discuss and express the reasons for your anger.
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Timeframe of grief
Parents frequently feel that their friends or family members think they
should be ‘getting over the grief’. People often feel that the timeframe
of grief is approximately one year. Research and reports highlight
that this is not the reality.
It is not helpful to put a timeframe on grief. It is also acknowledged
that parental grief is unique. Parents continue to have a bond with
their deceased child and often think of, dream of and may talk to
them. They continue to actively remember their child by visiting the
grave, attending memorial services, keeping and displaying special
mementoes and photographs. Some parents find it helpful to pay
tribute to their child by doing something in their memory.
Parents who are bereaved have described that, while their grief does
not end, it does change in intensity. They describe that, over time,
they learn to establish a new normality, although this is a very different
life to the one they had before the death of their child. Parents have
reported that while they continue to feel the loss and grieve for their
child, particularly around the time of milestone occasions such as
birthdays and family events, they are also able to think about the
other aspects of their life.
It is often very challenging for parents when they begin to establish
a new normality. They have described guilt if they find themselves
laughing or looking forward to something. It can be triggered by
things such as friends commenting on how they look. Your love for
your child cannot be measured by how you look or how long it is
before you start going out. The depth of your love for your child will
never change and your memories will never fade.
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Supporting yourself following the death of your child
Grief can have a physical as well as an emotional impact. Grieving
is very exhausting and other bereaved parents have frequently
described disturbed sleep patterns or not feeling refreshed by sleep.
•

•
•
•
•

Accept that you may not function as well as you normally do. You
may feel tired, find it difficult to focus your attention, have poor
memory and little interest in things. It is important that you are
gentle with yourself.
A balanced diet, rest and moderate exercise are particularly
important.
Massage and other forms of relaxation can be healing and a
release for your body when managing difficult feelings.
It is important to allow yourself to cry freely as you feel the need.
Try to put some structure into your day as one of the most
challenging aspects of grieving is feeling out of control.

You may find that your family members, friends, community or faith
group will be keen to help you. This is their way of showing their love
and care for you and your family.
•

•

•

Accept their support and allow them to cook meals, take children
to activities and do other practical things to help. It is important
that you allow yourself the space and time to do the hard work of
grieving.
Try to talk about your thoughts and experiences to someone close,
as expressing your feelings is often the best way of responding to
them.
Many bereaved parents describe an ongoing need to speak
about their child. Some report that family members and friends
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•

will not understand this and stop mentioning the child who has
died. This can leave parents feeling confused, hurt or angry. You
may be able to help your family and friends by being clear about
what you need and what you would like.
If you have a faith, while it may be challenged, it may also be a
source of strength and comfort.

Grief is a very individual experience; therefore parents may differ in
their response to the death of a child. One parent may need to talk
about their child’s life and death, while the other parent may find it
difficult to talk and instead put their energies into keeping busy with
work, home or hobbies. Just because parents differ in their response
to the death of their child, this does not mean that their loss is any
less, but it can create difficulty in the relationship.
•
•
•

Acknowledge to each other that you may be expressing grief in
different ways. Try and talk about your feelings with each other.
Respect each other’s need for different types of support.
Remember it is normal for a parent to only have the energy and
resources for their own grief and to be temporarily unable to
support the other.
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Seeking additional support
If you feel that you are not able to cope, have difficulty managing the
intense emotions, or you would like support from someone outside
the family, details of a number of agencies who can provide support
and help are listed below:
Local bereavement support*
Lifeline
www.lifelinehelpline.info
Tel 0808 808 8000

Barnardos Child Bereavement
Support Service
www.barnardos.org.uk/
childbereavementservice
Advice Line 028 9066 8333

Family Trauma Centre
www.familysupportni.gov.uk
Tel 028 9504 2828

Compassionate Friends
www.tcf.org.uk
E: helpline@tcf.org.uk
Tel 028 8778 8016

The Samaritans
www.samaritans.org
E: jo@samaritans.org
Tel 116 123

Cruse Bereavement Care
www.cruse.org.uk
E: northern.ireland@cruse.org.uk
National Helpline 0844 477 9400
NI Regional Office
028 9079 2419
Northern Area 028 2766 6686
Cruse young people’s webpage
www.hopeagain.org.uk

WAVE Trauma Centre Bereaved by violence
www.wavetraumacentre.org.uk
Tel 028 9077 9922
Tel 028 2766 9900 (Ballymoney)
Lighthouse ProjectBereaved through suicide
Lighthouse Ireland
www.lighthousecharity.com
Tel 028 9075 5070

AnamCara
www.anamcara.ie
E: info@anamcara.ie
Tel +353 (0)1 4045378
Mobile +353 (0)85 2888 888
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National Support Organisations*
Child Bereavement UK
www.childbereavementuk.org
Tel 0800 02 888 40
Childhood Bereavement Network
www.childhoodbereavementnetwork.org.uk
Winston’s Wish – Charity for bereaved children
www.winstonswish.org.uk
E: ask@winstonswish.org
Tel 08088 020 021
*Information is correct at the time of printing

Suggested Reading for children:
Books
‘A Huge Bag of Worries’ by Virginia Ironside
‘Badgers Parting Gift ‘– Susan Varley
‘Help me say Goodbye’ – Janis Silverman
‘No matter what’ – Debi Gliori
‘My many coloured days’ – Dr Seuss
‘Sad isn’t bad’ – Michaelene Mundy
‘What does dead mean’ - Caroline Jay and Jenni Thomas
Workbooks
‘When someone very special dies’ - Marge Heegaard ‘Muddles,
Puddles and Sunshine’ – Diane Crossley
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Our Vision

To deliver excellent integrated
services in partnership with
our community

If you would like to give feedback on
any of our services please contact:
Email: user.feedback@northerntrust.hscni.net
Telephone: 028 9442 4655
Northern Health and Social Care Trust
@NHSCTrust
www.northerntrust.hscni.net
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