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Teenage Development

• Cognitive and Emotional development do not always progress at the 
same rate. 

• Strong feelings about right and wrong develop at this time as well as a 
development in thinking about life and death. of someone important 
and begins to have a sense their own mortality.

• Identity – Adolescents learn to separate from their family and seek out 
their own identity which can result in experimentation or risk taking. 
Friends become increasingly important and teenagers may choose only 
to confide in them about difficult issues. 

• Boundaries are pushed as teenagers begin to look for more freedom and 
independence.



What is ‘normal’ for a grieving child or 
teenager?

Grieving is a natural part of recovering from a bereavement, and 
everyone's experience of grief is different. There are no rules about what 

we should feel, and for how long.



Thoughts/Emotions

- Difficulty concentrating
- Sadness
- Anger
- Anxiety
- Despair and helplessness
- Depression
- Numbness
- Bottle up emotions

Physical symptoms

- Lack of energy
- Headaches
- Sleep disturbance (more than usual 

or trouble getting to sleep)
- Aching muscles
- Tight chest
- Feeling sick



Warning signs – for someone 
who needs specialist support

• Withdrawal from family and friends

• Major changes in behavior

• Self-harming

• Abuse of alcohol/drugs

• Talking about suicide

• Feelings of guilt

• Constantly thinking about the death



Gender
It is important to recognize gender differences as teenagers develop especially 
when it comes to responding to grief. However we should not stereotype, 
each persons response to death can be influenced by so many factors and 
gender difference may be just a small part of it. 

Girls tend to:
• Have a greater emotional vocabulary and are more likely to seek out people 

to talk to. 
• Miss emotional closeness when someone has died

• Show their grief through emotional changes such as anxiety and 
depression.

• Express loss through talking and feel supported by being able to talk about 
the person who has died

• Find writing about their thoughts and feeling helpful



Strategies to support

Loss is something that everyone will 
face at some point in their life. And 
while you can never prepare for what 
it will be like to receive the news, you 
can identify the practices and rituals 
you share with your friends and 
family, that connect you and bring 
you together so that when a 
bereavement happens you have a 
community of people who can 
support you.



Encouraging memories

“Words make worlds, and stories matter. Share them 
- tell others about the memories you have of the 
person - the funniest, the most cherished. Through 
sharing of stories you are creating film clips, 
soundbites, and snapshots of the person you or 
someone else is grieving.”

Have conversations based on an activity (makes the 
conversation less intense) eg. whilst looking at photos 
or cooking – what was the best day you had together 
etc. get into the habit of talking about the person in 
everyday conversation. 



More strategies to support….

• Be connected - Ask for help, send messages, talk to 
people. 

• Get outside – get fresh air and go for a walk 

• Find something good in the day - no matter how hard 
- end your day reflecting on what was good.

• Find meaning - get involved with something that gives 
you purpose - creating a photo album of special 
memories, dust off an old loved hobby.

• Laughter - sounds odd but laughter releases serotonin 
and oxytocin which are the bodies natural pain killers. 
Watch light hearted TV, recall funny memories, look 
at some old photos with some questionable outfit 
choices!

• Cry - release the emotions



Useful services



Grief Encounter are offering free support to all children, families and key workers. 

• The 'grieftalk' helpline is operating its usual hours, 9am – 9pm Monday to Friday. You can call us free on 0808 802 0111, or
log on to our live web chat for confidential support. You can also email us on grieftalk@griefencounter.org.uk, and we will 
respond to all of your questions.

• The specialist team can offer guidance for talking to families about sudden and traumatic death, talking to young people 
about Coronavirus, how to cope with your own grief throughout the crisis, and mechanisms to use in the workplace whilst 
facing increased death and bereavement. Please share with anyone you know who is impacted by Covid-19 and needs 
support, professionally or personally.

• During these challenging times, we have extended our free service offering to all those impacted by grief and Covid-19. 
We are here to support all frontline workers who are experiencing the daily pressures of the Coronavirus Pandemic.

Website - https://www.griefencounter.org.uk/

http://griefencounter.org.uk
https://www.griefencounter.org.uk/


Winston’s Wish

Advice and guidance from the experienced team at Winston’s Wish on 
supporting children through coronavirus, including information on 
topics such as telling a child someone is seriously ill or has died from 
coronavirus, how schools can support bereaved students and how to 
say goodbye if you can’t attend a funeral.

Website - https://www.winstonswish.org/coronavirus/

https://www.winstonswish.org/coronavirus/


Child Bereavement UK
A variety of resources, videos, information and links for children of all ages and families. 

Website -
https://www.childber
eavementuk.org/

https://www.childbereavementuk.org/


Books

Invisible Strings by  – written for much younger children but still useful
for older children

Young people with ASD
‘I have a question about death’ – by 



For teenagers





Supporting children or teenagers who have 
ASD

https://www.autism.org.uk/about/family-life/bereavement.aspx

https://www.autism.org.uk/about/family-life/bereavement.aspx


Key points

A bereaved young person may 
appear to be grieving like an 

adult but they are not an adult 
and should be treated as a 

young person.

The bereaved young person 
shouldn’t be burdened with 

tasks that a responsible adult 
can undertake.

Grieving young people may 
prefer to speak with their 

friends or people outside of 
the immediate family about 

the death. This should be 
encouraged.

Due to the developmental 
changes that a young person 

will be undergoing, the 
emotions related to the death 
of someone close may be very 

intense.

The young person needs to be 
encouraged to express how 

they are feeling and the 
emotions they are 

encountering.

Regressive behaviour may 
occur within the bereaved 

young person.



Model the fact that difficult feelings are ok, and totally 
normal. 

• Use clear language. Trying to avoid the death by using 
phrases such as “your loss” and “gone to a better 

place” . These canbe frustrating for older children and 
confuse younger ones. A six year old who hears that 

her Dad has been lost will try to find him, because that 
is what you do when someone is lost. Simply use 

language which is real and clear; “I was really sorry to 
hear that your Dad died last week, how are you 

feeling?” 

• Expect questions, but don’t feel pressured to provide 
immediate answers. Death often throws up many 

questions for us all. Some of these may seem 
straightforward and obvious under the circumstances, 
such as ‘How does smoking cause cancer?’ to the more 

complex ‘Why do some people die so young without 
warning?’ If there are questions that you are unable to 

answer, feel able to say so, and promise to look into
providing an answer at a later point. There may be 

other questions where you have to admit total 
defeat...this is ok too. 

• Recognise that every death and every reaction to it is 
unique. The way in which a child reacts to a death is 

dependant on their relationship with the person who 
died, the time of death in that child’s development, the 
nature of the death (was it expected after a long fight 

against an illness or was it sudden?), the child’s 
understanding of death, their support network and 

many other factors. 

• Don’t assume anything. Ask young people how they 
feel, rather than projecting feelings that you might 

expect them to have. Also, expect that other children in 
a class might be affected by a death in an immediate 

family other than their own. 

• Allow time and space for pupils to digest the news, 
find out the facts and discover exactly how they feel. 

For some, this may be their first experience of someone 
they know dying. 

• Children may be distraught one moment and then the 
next, need to ask what is for lunch, or express 

annoyance that it is raining outside. Although this 
sometimes shocks us, this is completely normal.

• Try to normalise the feelings that a bereaved young 
person shares with you. They are probably very worried 

that they are the only person who has ever felt this 
way. Assure them that feelings of anger, fatigue, fear, 

worry, stress, sadness, exhaustion, guilt, anxiety, 
frustration, loneliness, lack of focus etc are all a normal 

reaction to grief. 

• Acknowledge that some days will be better than 
others.



“Don’t lose what you have to what you have 
lost” – Lucy Horne

"Next time someone tells you what to expect in grief—pointing you only 
towards all the negative emotions you are likely to encounter—remember 

to keep the door open for gratefulness. In place of hot boiling anger I 
focused on the love I felt for the rest of my family, the gratitude for those still 

alive and the hope that we’d somehow survive this tragedy. When the 
surrounding grief experts seemed to exclusively focus on the hellish road 

ahead, I was more interested in noticing the good that remained. Ultimately, 
I chose life, not death, determinedly focusing on all that I still have, rather 
than being dragged down in a vortex by all that I have lost. It may not be 

easy, but it certainly helped."


