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Helping Children Cope 
	  

Mariann Blacconiere, LCSW 
	  Suicide Prevention Coordinator Hines VA 

 Lead VISN 12 
	  

When death strikes the family 
	  

When a death happens in a family and the deceased 
was a parent, or someone who was close to a child, 
talking to the child about the death may be one of the 
most difficult tasks you face. You can't ignore their 
needs. Even very young children will be aware of the 
death of someone in their lives, and they need an 
	  opportunity to ask questions and to get truthful 
answers. 
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Fear of the Unknown 
	  

The National Institute for Mental Health says, "By 
	  talking to our children about death, we may discover 
what they know and do not know. Often children 
have misconceptions, fears, or worries. We can help 
them by providing needed information, comfort, and 
understanding. Talk does not solve all problems, but 
without talk we are even more limited in our ability 
to help." 
	  

Cause of death?? 
	  

Explaining death to a child is very difficult under any 
circumstances but perhaps the most difficult in the 
case of suicide. 
	  Some adults are hesitant to tell children that someone 
has died from suicide because they want to protect 
children from painful feelings. This is a very 
understandable concern because of the stigma 
associated with suicide in our culture. 
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Little Pictures have BIG ears and people can have BIG mouths 
	  

Keep in mind that when adults hide the truth in an 
effort to protect children, the children often see and 
hear information from other sources, such as a 
clipping from the newspaper, or an overheard 
conversation, from a neighbor, a relative, or another 
child. One way to have better control over 
information is to tell children the truth yourself. 
	  

Honesty is the Best Policy 
	  

The truth can be talked about in ways that are open 
and honest and still protect the child. Often what a 
child perceives actually may be scarier for them than 
	   the truth itself. On the other hand, it is a good idea to 
refrain from being too graphic. 
	  If you are open and honest with them, you are 

	   teaching them that they can be the same with you. As 
a result, they will be prepared when others talk about 
what happened, and you will develop a more trusting 
relationship. 
	  



6/23/13	  

4	  

Knowing the truth 
	  

Talking about suicide will not increase the risk that 
others will go on to take their own lives.  In fact, like 
a death from any other serious illness, suicide is now 
part of the family’s health history.  Knowing the 
truth about mental illness and suicide enables all 
surviving family members to be appropriately 
vigilant about their own health going forward, and 
take preventative steps. 
	  

Where to begin? 
	  

Find a place where you can talk quietly and without 
interruption.  Include another adult if the child (or 
you) may be comforted by their presence.   You will 
want to adjust what you say depending on the age of 
the child (if you have to talk to several children of 
different ages at once, start with language 
	  appropriate to the youngest). 
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Children under 3 
	  

Very young children (3 and under), don’t understand 
the meaning or permanence of death, and primarily 
need comforting and physical affection.  If asked 
where Mommy is, respond simply, “Mommy has 
died and I am sad.  I’m here and I’m going to take 
care of you.” 
	  

3 to 6 
	  

With children ages 3 to 6, you may want to start by 
explaining about death in general such as  “Dead 
means that a person body stops working forever 
and it can’t be fixed.  When someone is dead, they 
are dead forever.” 
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Fault and Fear 
	  

Children this age will tend to be especially focused 
on what the death means to them (is it my 
fault?  who will take care of me and read me stories? 
will my daddy die, too?  will I die?).  Reassure them 
by addressing their (often unexpressed) concerns 
that they will continue to be loved and cared for. 
	  

6 to 11 
	  

Children may start to ask more questions about the 
death at this age. They are starting school and their 
friends may be asking about the lost parent. They 
may not ask how the death occurred, but if they do, 
you can start by simply saying, “Daddy died by 
suicide, which means he killed himself.”  The rest of 
the conversation will depend on her response to that 
statement.  It’s very possible that she may not have 
much to say and even change the subject.  In general, 
young children will be more focused on the loss and 
what it means for them, rather than on the cause of 
death. 
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Older Children 
	  

Older children may be more aware of the 
	  circumstances surrounding the death but may be less 
open about sharing their feelings. They may also feel 
more responsible than young children and search 
harder for answers. 
	  

Whatever the age of the child, do your best to use 
 simple, truthful language. 

	  
 She died by suicide.  Suicide means she killed herself. 
	   He had a very serious illness in his brain.   The illness is 
called depression.  It’s very different from just having a 
bad day. 
	   The illness in his brain caused him  to feel very 
	   confused,  . . . to feel hopeless, . . . to make very bad 
	  decisions, . . . to stop taking his medication,. . . to end his 
life 
	   He didn’t know how to get help/see any other way to 

stop the pain. 
	   Suicide is complicated - we’ll never know exactly what 
went through her mind or what she was feeling - but I 
do know she must have been in terrible pain. 
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Basics to remember when talking to children about 
 someone special who has died from suicide: 

	  

 They want to know that their feelings are okay no matter 
what they are. 
	  
 They want to feel loved and valued above all else. 
	  
 They want to feel protected and that no one else is leaving 

them or will die right now. 

	   They want to know that nothing they did, said, or thought 
caused this to happen. 
	  

Baby Steps on Understanding 
	  

Children grieve differently than adults.  You may find 
that they want to have the several conversation asking 
additional questions over a period of time. 
	  Be prepared to talk about the suicide multiple times 
	  during the next days and weeks, and indeed throughout 
the child’s life.  You can open the door to this continuing 
dialogue by saying, “You may choose to talk with me 
now or later about what you are feeling, and if you 
want to ask more questions, I will be available to you. It 
may be hard to figure out what you need right now, but 
we will figure this out together.” 
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Children’s Grief Process 
	  

Children experience the emotions of grief like adults 
but have limited ability expressing their feelings 
resulting in acting out behaviors. We need to be 
aware of these behaviors so we can help address the 
children's emotional needs. 
	  

Grief 
	  

 Shock 
 

Denial 
 

Pain 
  Guilt 

 
Anger 
 

Shame 
  Despair 

 
Disbelief 
 

Hopelessness 
  Stress 

 
Sadness 
 

Numbness 
  Rejection 

 
Loneliness 
 

Abandonment 
  Confusion 

 
Self-blame 
 

Anxiety 
  Helplessness    Depression 
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Abandonment 
	  

 Regression 
	  -children may behave as they did at a younger age. 
	  -toilet training 
	  -difficulty with separation. 
	  -night lights 
	  -sleeping alone 
	  -acting  less socially mature 
	  -withdrawing or isolating from peers 
	  

Behaviors to expect 
	  

ANGER 
	  -demanding 
	  -refuse to share 
	  -pick fights 
	  -Causing problems in school 
	  -Acting out in a dangerous manner (driving) 
	  -experiment with drugs or alcohol or cigarettes 
	  -delinquency 
	  -sexual activity 
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Anger 
	  

Children may express anger about the death. They 
may focus on someone they feel is to blame. They 
may feel angry at God. They may feel angry at the 
person who died for leaving them. Family members 
sometimes become the focus of this anger. 
	  

Expressing feelings creatively 
	  

Children may express their feelings in ways other than talking. 
	  - Use of play 
	  -creative activities such as drawing 
	  - writing to express their grief 
	  Often, they come to a better understanding of grief through play 
and creativity. 
	  These expressions can give you clues about what children are 
thinking, but be careful not to jump to conclusions. For 
example, very happy drawings after a traumatic death might 
give adults the idea that a child is not affected by the death 
when, in fact, this is more likely a sign that the child is not yet 
ready to deal with the grieving process. 
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Helping a Child Cope 
	  

 Help the child grieve by allowing them to focus on the 
	   memories of their loved one and the special times shared. 
	   Let the child them to be able to say “Goodbye” and express 

it anyway they feel comfortable. 
	   Allow the child my choose or not choose to share their 
	   goodbye with others. Remember they had NO SAY in the 

sudden death of their family member so they should be 
allowed to have control in their final goodbye. 
	  

How Children Might Saying Goodbye 
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Saying Goodbye 
	  

Compose a song 
	  

Saying Goodbye 
	  

Make a video 
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Saying Goodbye 
	  

Draw a picture 
	  

Saying Goodbye 
	  

Write a letter or a poem 
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Saying Goodbye 
	  

Make a picture collage 
	  

Saying Goodbye 
	  

Create a memory box 
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Saying Goodbye 
	  

NO  RUSH 
	  

NO  HURRY 
	  

NO Time LIMIT 
	  

No RIGHT or WRONG 

Grief is PERSONAL 

	  

Reaching Out 
	  

Professional  and Group Resources for support 
  Your children’s teacher or school counseling services 
  A pediatrician or other health care provider 
  Bereavement support groups for families and children 
  Community-based mental health services 
  Special camp programs for children who have had a 
family member die 
	   Your primary health care provider 
	    A community-based bereavement program 
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Reaching Out 
	  

Professional  and Group Resources for support 
 Counseling services 
	    A faith group 
	    Trustworthy friends and family members 
	    Web-based support services for people in bereavement 
Dougy Center  The National Center for Grieving Children 
and Families .Support for children, teens, young adults and 
families grieving a death. 
	   http://www.dougy.org/www.sesameworkshop.org/grief. 
	   Sesame Street Grief workbook: 

	   www.sesameworkshop.org/grief. 
	  

Recommended Books 
	  

Breaking   the   Silence:   A   Guide   to   Helping   Children   with 
Complicated  Grief- Suicide, Homicide, AIDS, Violence and Abuse 
	   Linda Goldman 

	  Before their Time: Adult Children’s Experience of Parental Suicide 
 Mary  and Maureen Stimming 

	  Healing After the Suicide of a Loved One 
	   Ann Smolin, CWS and John Guinan, PD.D. 

	  Do They Have Bad Days in Heaven: Surviving the Suicide Loss of  a 
Sibling 
	   Michelle Linn-Gust, M.S. 

	  Grief  Therapy 
	   Karen Katafiasz 

	  Quick Guide Series on Survival Benefits for Veterans and Military 
Families 
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Questions?? 
	  

THANK YOU 
	  


