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Tip Sheets
Supporting Children & Teens When  
Someone Dies of COVID-19  
Hundreds of thousands of 
grandparents, parents, siblings, 
aunties, uncles, friends, and 
extended family members have 
died of COVID-19, leaving behind 
family and friends, including 
children and teens. If you’re 
supporting a child or teen who is 
grieving a death from COVID-19, 
these tips can help.

Helping Children & Teens Cope  
with Fear After a Death 
When someone dies, it is natural 
for our bodies to be on “high 
alert.” Acknowledging that 
this is a normal reaction can 
help reduce children feeling 
overwhelmed. Knowing how to 
help your child or teen can be 
challenging. Here are some ways 
to offer support.

About these resources
Dougy Center has been helping children, teens, 
young adults and their parents/caregivers cope 
with death since 1982. Our practical, easy-
to-use materials are based on what we have 
learned from more than 55,000 Dougy Center 
participants. Visit our website at dougy.org for 
additional resources, tool kits, and more.

Find Spanish Language Resources/Recursos  
en español: dougy.org/recursos

Since the coronavirus pandemic started in 2020, 
hundreds of thousands of grandparents, parents, 
siblings, aunties, uncles, friends, and extended family 
members have died of COVID-19. Each person leaves 
behind family and friends, including children and teens, 
who are grieving. If you’re supporting a child or teen in 
this situation, you’re likely wondering, “How do I help?” 
We hope these tips will help guide you.  

TELL THE TRUTH  
How do I tell my child or teen? It’s a question we hear 
a lot. Start with a short, simple explanation of what 
happened, in language they can understand, and 
let their questions guide what else to share. Avoid 
euphemisms such as passed away, went to sleep, crossed 
over, or lost, as they can confuse children. Depending 
on the circumstances and your child’s developmental 
level, you might say: 

• Remember me telling you that Grandpa Jerome had   
 COVID-19? He went to the hospital and the doctors   
 worked hard, but they couldn’t fix his body.  
 Grandpa died.  

• I have very sad news. Auntie Maria died. She had   
 COVID-19. The medications the doctors gave her  
 weren’t able to fix her lungs.  

• Honey, I’m sad to tell you that dad died this morning.  
 You know how he had a heart condition? It made it hard  
 for his body to fight off the coronavirus.  

Being honest minimizes confusion and keeps children 
and teens from using their energy trying to figure 
out what happened. Children who are not told the 

truth often fill in the blanks, 
sometimes with a story 
that is worse than what 
actually happened. 
News travels fast, and 
it is important for 
children to hear about 
the death from a caring 
adult rather than through 
social media or gossip. No 
matter the circumstances, it can 
feel unreal that someone has died. For many reasons, 
this sense might be heightened when someone dies of 
COVID-19. Hospital regulations that prevent families 
from visiting, saying goodbye over the phone or by video 
chat, or an inability to have a funeral, memorial, or other 
gathering to honor the person’s life, can contribute 
to a sense of “did this really happen?” You can help by 
normalizing that sense of disbelief, answering their 
questions, and reminding children and teens it’s okay if it 
doesn’t feel real yet.  

ALLOW FOR AND SUPPORT A VARIETY OF 
EMOTIONAL REACTIONS   
When someone dies, children can experience many 
emotions, including sadness, anger, frustration, fear, 
confusion, powerlessness, loneliness, shame, guilt, 
numbness, and relief. Sometimes children don’t show 
any visible reaction at all. Grief looks and feels different 
for everyone and is shaped by their age, relationship 
with the person who died, race, culture, gender, 
support system, and other factors in children and teens’ 
unique identity constellations. 

Supporting Children  
& Teens When Someone  
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HELPING CHILDREN & 
TEENS COPE WITH FEAR 
AFTER A DEATH

Dougy Center: The National Grief Center for Children & Families 

It’s common for children and teens to have an 
increased sense of fear and anxiety after a death. 
(It’s common in adults, too.) Children and teen’s 
questions and concerns are normal: How will we 
live without the person who died? Who will take 
care of us? Will someone else die? Where do 
people go after they die? Will I die, too?

Some children and teens develop fears about places 
or circumstances related to the death. They might get 
nervous or uncomfortable encountering reminders 
like driving by the hospital, hearing a fire-truck siren, 
or going to the doctor. Fear is the body’s natural alarm 
for danger. When someone dies, it is natural for our 
bodies to be on “high alert.” Acknowledging that this 
is a normal reaction can help reduce children feeling 
overwhelmed. Knowing how to help your child or teen 
can be challenging. We are here to offer support. 
 
Listen and ask questions. 
Try hard to just listen instead of thinking about what 
to say. It’s natural to want to reassure children and 
teens and take away their fears, but it can be more 
helpful to start by listening and really hearing their 
worries. If you want to offer reassurance, do so without 
making promises that can’t be kept. For example, 
children and teens may worry that you or someone 
else they know will die too. Rather than saying, “Don’t 
worry honey, I won’t die,” it’s more helpful to say 
something like, “I know you’re worried about other 
people dying too. While everyone does die, I plan to 
take good care of myself and to be here for a very long 
time. If something were to happen to me, there will 
always be someone to take care of you.”

Ask what they need. Children and teens often know 
what they need, but may not feel like their ideas 

are valid or worthy. Look for 
opportunities to ask children 
and teens what they 
need, and validate their 
suggestions. If a child gets 
panicky when a fire truck 
goes by, start by noticing 
and saying, “When the fire 
truck goes by, you seem to get 
scared and cover your ears.” Then 
ask what’s needed: “When you get scared about the 
fire truck, what do you think would be helpful? What 
could I do to help you feel safe? What could you do to 
help yourself feel safe?”

Talk together. 
Help children and teens acknowledge their fears 
When fears arise, children can feel overwhelmed. Their 
natural instinct may be to push the fears away. As an 
adult, you will likely also want to push fears away for 
your children or teens so that they feel better. As scary 
as fears are, it’s more helpful to start by acknowledging 
them, rather than dismiss or minimize them. While it 
might seem strange at first, saying fears out loud can 
be a positive step toward facing and coping with fear. 
Your child or teen might say, “I’m scared right now 
and worried that something bad will happen if I go to 
sleep,” or “Being in the car makes me nervous because 
of the accident.” It can help if you ask about their fears 
and help model saying them out loud. Helping children 
and teens acknowledge their fears can help stop the 
fears from growing stronger.

Provide solid and helpful information. Some fears 
and worries are rooted in a lack of knowledge. You 
can help children and teens manage their fears by 
asking if they have questions about the death or the 
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If you’re faced with telling a child or teen that 
a family member or friend in a hospital or 
care facility is likely to die soon, you might be 
feeling confused and overwhelmed. It’s never 
easy to share this news, and especially so 
when there might be factors that prevent you 
and your family from physically visiting the 
person who is dying. 

We know it can be a lot to read through multiple 
sources of information, so we compiled this 
resource as an overview of how to support 
children and teens before, during, and after 
someone they care about dies in a hospital or 
care facility. Given the current COVID-19 global 
health crisis, we’ve included suggestions for 
what children, teens, and families can do when 
they aren’t able to visit or see the person who  
is dying. 

SHARING DIFFICULT NEWS  
Begin the Conversation 
Talking with children and teens about the 
situation is not easy, but there’s a good chance 
they already have a sense that something is 
happening. Because this conversation is tough 
to have, parents and caregivers might put it off, 
hoping there will be a perfect time to talk about 
what’s going on. Unfortunately, there is rarely 
a perfect time. What’s important is having the 
conversation so that children and teens can 

be part of the process 
your family is facing 
and make informed 
choices about how 
they want to be 
involved in individual 
and family decision-
making when a family 
member or friend is 
dying. 

Use open, honest, and clear language  
Be honest and give clear, accurate information 
using words your children and teens can 
understand. Avoid phrases like “not getting 
better,” “won’t be here much longer,” or 
“passing on,” because they can be confusing, 
especially to younger children. As hard as it 
is to say, when you use the word “dying” it 
helps children understand what is happening. 
Rather than “Daddy is really sick,” name the 
illness so children can differentiate between 
someone getting sick with a cold and sick with 
cancer or COVID-19. If the family member is 
hospitalized due to an accident or other sudden 
event, share the information you have in clear, 
concise, and developmentally appropriate 
language. Young children need basic, concrete 
information about what they can expect to 
happen and when. Teens might need and want 
more details, especially as the family member’s 
death approaches. By being open, you model for 

SUPPORTING CHILDREN  
& TEENS WHEN A FAMILY  
MEMBER IS DYING IN A  
HOSPITAL OR CARE FACILITY

Dougy Center: The National Grief Center for Children & Families 
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Now What? Tips for Grieving Teens 
Grief can get messy. When 
someone dies, most of us don’t 
know what to do, how to talk 
about it, or even how we’re 
supposed to feel. It’s confusing 
and strange. It can be awkward to 
try to connect with other people 
about grief. Here are some tips 
that can help.

Beloved Community & Grief: 
Tips for Supporting Children 
When Someone Dies 
These tips can you navigate how 
to best support a child who is 
grieving, and is a collaboration 
with KairosPDX, an organization 
focused on transforming 
education through a model 
built on love and inclusion, that 
elevates the voices of historically 
underserved youth, their families, 
and their communities.

Supporting Children & Teens When a Family  
Member is Dying in a Hospital or Care Facility 
If you’re faced with telling a child or 
teen that a family member or friend in 
a hospital or care facility is likely to die 
soon, you might be feeling confused and 
overwhelmed. It’s never easy to share this 
news, and especially so when there might 
be factors that prevent you and your 
family from physically visiting the person 
who is dying. Here are some tips for 
sharing difficult news and for supporting 
your child or teen when someone is dying.

NOW WHAT?
TIPS FOR GRIEVING TEENS

We’re guessing you’re here because someone in 

your life has died. Whether it was a parent, sibling, 

grandparent, close friend, boyfriend/girlfriend, or 

other family member, we’re glad you found your way 

to this tip sheet. 

The information here comes directly from the grieving 

teens we’ve worked with in our peer support groups, 

because they get it more than anyone. 

Grief can get messy. When someone dies, most of 

us don’t know what to do, how to talk about it, or 

even how we’re supposed to feel. It’s confusing and 

strange. It can be awkward to try to connect with 

other people about grief. Have you ever told someone 

that your person died and they give you a weird look 

or ask if you’re joking? Not great, right? 

THE LOW DOWN ON GRIEF 
One thing we’ve learned from 

other teens who have had 

someone die is grief usually 

does what it wants — it doesn’t 

follow any rules or keep to a 

schedule. There’s no recipe and 

there isn’t a right or wrong way 

to grieve. What matters most 

is figuring out what really helps 

you deal with all that comes 

with grief and what doesn’t help 

at all. It’s totally up to you. 

ALL ABOUT CHANGES
When someone dies, your whole world can radically change. 

Some teens describe it as a hurricane or a tornado, taking 

out everything in its path. You’re left to pick up the pieces 

and figure out what life will be like without that person. 

Who will you be? How will your family react? What will you 

remember and what will you miss? There are no expectations 

for how you might think and feel about the person or the loss 

(although people might be throwing lots of “shoulds” at you). 

Grief can be intense and loud or quiet and barely there. Some 

people aren’t sure what they feel. It’s all okay. 
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BELOVED  
COMMUNITY  
& GRIEF  

Thank you for making time to read this  
Tip Sheet and for wanting to support a  
child in your life who is grieving. 

Whether you’re a parent, grandparent, 
caregiver, teacher, coach, faith leader, or 
family friend, the Tips provided here are 
offered to help you navigate how to best 
support a child who is grieving the death 
of a family member or friend. This resource 
is a collaboration between KairosPDX, an 
educational non-profit and community based 
school focused on transforming education 
through a model built on love and inclusion, 
that elevates the voices of historically 
underserved youth, their families, and 
their communities, and Dougy Center: The 
National Grief Center for Children & Families, 
a non-profit, that provides peer grief support 
groups for children, teens, young adults, and 
their adult family members grieving a death 
or diagnosis of an advanced serious illness. 

Dr. Tashel Bordere studies the cumulative 
effects of grief, gun violence, and racial 
trauma on Black youth and through her 
research has identified the concept of 
suffocated grief. While most grief goes 

unacknowledged in our society, for Black 
youth and youth with other marginalized 
identities, their normal and natural grief 
responses are often punished or penalized. 
(Bordere, 2019). Suffocated grief is one result 
of historic and ongoing racism, which has also 
resulted in higher rates of death and early 
death in the Black community, including from 
the current COVID-19 pandemic. 

Given these realities for Black youth and 
youth with other marginalized identities who 
are grieving, we offer these tips to ensure 
that their grief, and the grief of their family 
members is not only acknowledged but 
actively supported. These Tips are just the 
beginning, so please reach out to either of our 
organizations for more ideas and resources. 

Dougy Center: One of the things we’ve 
learned over the years from children and 
families is how important it is to be honest 
about the death. As adults, we often want 
to protect children by not telling them how 
someone died or that they died at all, but 
talking openly about the death is one way 
to help them start to process the loss — and 
to trust that the adults in their lives will be 

Tips for supporting children 
when someone dies
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Developmental Responses to Grief 
While everyone grieves 
differently, there are some 
behaviors and emotions 
commonly expressed by 
children depending on their 
developmental level. This 
Tip Sheet will help with 
understanding how grief affects 
children and teens across the 
developmental span.

Aldo’s Adventures in Grief 
Join Aldo the llama and explore 
thoughts and feelings around 
grief. This Tip Sheet is for kids 
of all ages to explore what grief 
feels like and ideas for how to 
navigate the death of someone 
in your life. 

Activities
Family Story Tree 
One way to remember and 
feel closer to your person 
who died is to hear and 
tell stories about their life. 
Download this activity sheet 
and write down or draw 
pictures of special stories 
about your person. 

A Favorite Day We Had 
Think of a favorite time with the 
person who died and write down 
everything you remember from 
that day. If you can’t remember 
one, or you never had one, write a 
day you wish you could have spent 
with them. 

My Person’s Name Poem 
Write the name of someone in 
your life who has died. Then, write 
down words, sentences or phrases 
that remind you of the person, 
using the letters of the name. 

 

While everyone grieves differently, there are some 
behaviors and emotions commonly expressed by 
children depending on their developmental level. No 
matter how old a child is, it can be helpful to read 
through each of the age ranges, as there are times when 
a 6-year-old asks a complex, big picture question and 
those when a teenager is struggling to find a physical 
outlet for their grief. We hope this information will help 
with understanding how grief affects children and teens 
across the developmental span.

AGES 2 TO 4 
Developmental Stage 
Children this age don’t fully 
understand that death is 
permanent and universal. 
They are most likely to express 
themselves through their 
behavior and play. 

Concept of Death 
Young children see death as reversible and are starting 
to wonder if death happens to everyone. You might 
hear questions like: “My mom died? When will she be 
home?” and “Will you die too? What about me?”

Common responses to grief
• Crying 

• General anxiety

• Irregular sleep 

• Clinginess/need to be held  

• Irritability

• Temper tantrums 

• Telling the story to anyone, including strangers 

• Repetitive questions

• Behavior regression — may need help with tasks 
they’ve already learned 

Ways to Help
• Create a consistent routine to re-establish safety 

and predictability, especially around starting and 
ending the day. 

• Provide short, honest explanation of the death. 
“Mommy died. Her body stopped working.” Use the 
words dead and died. Avoid euphemisms such as 
gone, passed on, lost. 

• Answer questions honestly.

• Set limits but be flexible when needed. 

• Provide opportunities for play.

• Give choices whenever possible. “Do you want hot 
or cold cereal?”

• Offer lots of physical and emotional nurturance

 
AGES 5 TO 8 
Developmental Stage 
Children this age are exploring 
their independence and trying 
tasks on their own. They are 
very concrete thinkers, with a 
tendency towards magical/ 
fantasy thoughts.

Concept of Death 
In this age range, children often still see death as 
reversible. They can also feel responsible and worry 
that their wishes or thoughts caused the person to die. 
They may say things like: “It’s my fault. I was mad and 
wished she’d die.” 
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Guidebook
The Youngest Grievers: A guide for loss and life transitions  
For children grieving a loss, the 
support of a compassionate and 
informed adult can help them 
thrive, even in the midst of 
significant changes in their family 
and lives. This practical guide can be 
downloaded for free from Dougy 
Center’s website.

Grief Out Loud Podcasts
Remember the last time you tried to talk about grief 
and suddenly everyone left the room? Hosted by Jana 
DeCristofaro and produced by Dougy Center, Grief 
Out Loud is opening up this often-avoided conversation 
because grief is hard enough without having to go 
through it alone. Find all episodes at dougy.org/podcasts.

Here are Grief Out Loud episodes specific to COVID-19:

Ep. 194: Widowed By COVID-19  
Sandra McGowan-Watts is a mother, a physician, and  
a widow. Her husband Steven died of COVID-19 on  
May 8, 2020. Since then, she and their daughter have 
been trying to figure out how to live without a husband 
and father who did so much to support them. 

Ep. 153: Big Emotions in Grief 
Jenny Delacruz is a family therapist and author who 
specializes in working with children and families. We 
discuss how Jenny sees grief show up in her clients, 
related to COVID-19, the media coverage of the murders 
of Black people, often at the hands of police, and the 
ongoing traumatic effects of racism and racist violence 

Ep. 180: More Than Just a Number – Grieving When 
Someone Dies of COVID-19  
This is the story of Maria, beloved mother of four, who 
died of COVID-19 the summer of 2020. It’s a story told 
by Mariana, Maria’s youngest daughter. At the last min-
ute, the hospital allowed just one family member to visit 
and the family chose Mariana. She was the last person to 
sit by her mother’s side, holding her hand and kissing her 
goodbye through a mask and face shield. 

?

?
Maybe you’re on one 
too? Aldo’s parent died 
when he was 8. 

If you want, write in who 
died in your life and how 
old you were.

Aldo’s Adventures  
   in Grief  

All the things 
you think and 

all the things 
you feel after 
someone dies. 

?
what is grief?

?

?
Feelings  
& other  
strange  
things

angry

sad

confused

happy

tired

grief feels like...
A rotten apple A whole wave comes 

out of your eyes

A sucker punch 
to the gut

Is this normal??
Is it okay 
to still 

have fun?

Some days I think 
about them all the 
time. Other days I 
barely think about 

them. It’s weird.

Everyone’s grief  
is different
how do you grieve?I think so many things.  

it feels like a hurricane 
in my brain.

Yup, it’s 
normal.

What does 
grief feel 

like to you?

One way to remember and feel closer to your person who died is to hear 
and tell stories about their life. We all have stories we like to share. Some 
are funny, some may be sad, but they all say something about the person 
and the life they lived. 

Family  
Story  
Tree • Cut out the branch and the leaves on the next page.

• On a couple of the leaves write a short story or memory about your   
 person. You can ask an adult for help.

• Ask other family members (parent, sibling, aunt, uncle, or    
 grandparent) to write a story or memory on the other leaves. 

• Make sure everyone writes their name on their leaf with the  story  
 they shared.

Put the tree branch up somewhere in your house. Place the leaves on the 
branch. Print more branches and leaves as you  collect more stories about 
your person who died.
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Have a photo 
from that day? If 
so, tape it here. 
If not, draw it - I 

won’t judge!
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Name Poem
Write the name of someone in your life who has had an illness or has died. Then 
write down words, sentences or phrases that remind you of the person, using the 
letters of their name.

Examples:

Outrageous
Mights
Attentive
Runner

Loving
And
Never
Angry

Kind
Intelligent
Neat
Griller

Silly
And
Rowdy
Always
Happy

The Youngest  
Grievers:  

A guide for loss  
& life transitions

Find grief support centers near you by searching  
Dougy Center’s worldwide program directory. 

Dougy Center develops and distributes these resources free of charge to any one who needs them. You can help make this possible when you 
make a charitable contribution to our efforts. Visit dougy.org/give to learn how to be involved.
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