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

THE LOW DOWN ON GRIEF

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

One thing we’ve learned from

to this tip sheet.

other teens who have had

The information here comes directly from the grieving

someone die is grief usually

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

does what it wants — it doesn’t

because they get it more than anyone.

follow any rules or keep to a

Grief can get messy. When someone dies, most of

schedule. There’s no recipe and

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

there isn’t a right or wrong way

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

to grieve. What matters most

strange. It can be awkward to try to connect with

is figuring out what really helps

other people about grief. Have you ever told someone

you deal with all that comes

that your person died and they give you a weird look

with grief and what doesn’t help

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

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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FEELINGS AND OTHER STRANGE THINGS

SPEAKING OF GUILT—AND REGRET

While no one can ever know exactly how you feel,

We’d venture a guess that 99.9% of people

there are some things grieving teens seem to have

grieving feel guilt or regret about something

in common. Sometimes your sleep gets messed

they did and said or didn’t do or say. We aren’t

up — can’t fall asleep, waking up early and having

expected to be perfect in our relationships

weird dreams. Food might not taste the same or

because we are human and we all say and

your stomach could feel tied up in knots. Maybe

do things that looking back we wish we

your memory isn’t working as well as it used to —

hadn’t. When someone dies, this very natural

“How did I forget my friend’s birthday? Where is my

experience can feel extra intense because we

phone?!” Maybe you find yourself frustrated with

can’t apologize to the person — in person.

people talking about their day to day dramas.

Many teens start by acknowledging these

A lot of teens notice they get really worried if

feelings, without rushing to push them aside.

someone is a few minutes late or doesn’t answer

Sometimes just sitting with guilt and regret can

a text right away. You might wonder if you’re

lessen their intensity.

grieving the right way, or if you’re grieving at all

You can also try one of the suggestions in the 10

because you feel numb. You could come up against

Things section of this tip sheet. If you’re feeling

feelings of guilt, fear, anger, and sometimes shame.

guilty or worried that you had something to do

And then there is school...a lot of grieving teens

with the person’s death, it can be helpful to talk

say it’s rough because it’s harder to concentrate

with a trusted adult who knows the situation and

or finish homework.

can answer questions. This might be a medical
professional, family friend, caregiver, teacher,
coach, pastor, or someone else who will be
able to say more than “don’t feel that way” and
“you know that’s not right.” The regret you feel

FRIENDS

AKA: ANYONE OUT
THERE GET IT??

might inspire you to act differently in the future
towards people you care about.
Joaquin’s mom died in a car crash after
she dropped him off at school. He was
late that morning and didn’t have time to
say, “thanks mom, I love you,” so now he
tries to always tell close friends and family
that he loves them when he says goodbye.

Lots of teens find it’s hard to relate with friends and family in the same way when they’re
grieving. Friends, no matter how much they care, don’t always know what to do and
their attempts to make you feel better might not work very well. Honestly, when you’re
grieving sometimes nothing feels good or right — even things you loved before the death.
It can be easy to take that frustration out on the people you’re closest with — maybe
you’re a little quicker to get irritated these days? If so, you’re not alone.
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FAMILY: GOING THROUGH

CIRCLE THE THINGS PEOPLE SAY AND
DO THAT GET UNDER YOUR SKIN :

IT TOGETHER & SEPARATELY

Say “I’m sorry for your loss”

Grief can change a lot of things in your

Come up and hug me when we
aren’t even friends

world, including how you and your family
connect. You might be really comfortable

Say things like “This class is killing
me” “I wish my mom would die”

being open about your grief with family
members. You might also find talking

Say “I know how you feel...my
hamster/cat/great great great
grandfather died.”

and showing emotions with them to be
more intense than with friends or even
strangers. How people grieve might look

Ask “Aren’t you over it yet?”

different depending on their age, where

Write in your own_______ (it’s okay
if your list is longer than ours)

they grew up, cultural expectations
(maybe your parents and Tías expect you
to act a certain way, but it’s not how you

?

feel), religion/spirituality, gender norms
(family members expecting you to cry or
not cry depending on your gender), and
what your family expects or needs from
you in terms of helping with chores and
caring for other people. You might see
families in movies or on TV shows grieving
very differently than yours, and start to
wonder “Are we doing it wrong?”
Remembering that various cultures,
generations, families, and even
neighborhoods have different ideas about
the “right” way to grieve, might help

WHAT IF I FORGET?

with feeling okay with your own grief
experience. Sometimes expectations and
individual ways of grieving can create
tension or misunderstandings within
families and communities. It can be helpful
to talk with a friend or trusted adult to
get clear on what you need and even ask
for help with talking to your family about
those needs.

As you make your way into grief, you might find

yourself worrying you’ll forget certain things about the
person who died. Consider asking family and friends

to share their memories and stories about the person.

Warning: they might cry, it’s okay! Who could you ask
to find out more? Who would know what your dad
was like as a teenager or where your grandmother

most wanted to go on a trip? We also know that not

everyone was super close to their person who died. No
matter what your relationship was like, or if you didn’t
really have one, you can still get hit with grief.
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10 THINGS TO TRY WHEN
THE GRIEF TIDE ROLLS IN
1. Remember to breathe. When we get tense we
tend to hold our breath or have short, shallow
breaths. First, notice that you are breathing and then
try slowing it down, breathing more into your belly,
and exhaling a little longer than you inhale.
2. Move your body. This doesn’t have to be a sport
(but it can be) — take a walk, do a push up, dance, or
just jump up and down.
3. Call or text a friend. Pick ones who know how to
show up and listen — or will at least send you a cute
animal video.
4. Write it out. Forget spelling and grammar, there
are no grades in grief.
5. Get messy — draw, paint, collage. Sometimes
grief doesn’t have words and art can be a great way
to get out the feelings that don’t always make sense.
It’s not art class, so don’t worry about making it look
a certain way.
6. Make room for whatever feelings are coming up.
If you try to push them away, they will probably just
push back harder. Feelings change and they won’t
last forever. Grief has no timeline, but it really does
change over time.
7. Be kind — to yourself. You know that voice that
sometimes gives you a really hard time? It might
sound strange, but you can talk to that criticizing
voice and ask it to tone it down. “Hey, I hear you,
you’re worried I’m doing this wrong, but really, I’m
not. I’m doing the best I can right now, but thanks
for your input.”
8. Be a good friend — to yourself. Experiment with
telling yourself you can do this, even if you don’t
know what you’re doing! You might be feeling
emotions you’ve never had before or doing things for
the first time and all of it is happening without the
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person who died. Take a moment to acknowledge
how new and different this is and tell yourself, “Even
if I’m overwhelmed right now, I will figure this out.”
And then...
9. Ask for help. We know, this one can be really hard
and scary to do. Keep it simple and remember that
people usually want to help, they are just waiting to
be asked.
10. Take time to celebrate whatever is going well.
When you’re grieving it can be hard to make space
for feeling good. You might feel guilty if you find
yourself laughing or having a good time. Taking a
break from grief doesn’t mean you love or miss the
person any less.

SOS (GETTING MORE HELP)
One last (but important) thing. Grief can be really
hard — and it can make other things that were
already hard seem impossible. Sometimes, grieving
teens need more help. If you are struggling with
school, eating, or sleeping, or if you’re thinking
about hurting yourself or others, talking to a real
human person can be one of the best ways to get
help. You can start with a friend, a family member,
a trusted teacher or counselor, or a crisis line such
as Youthline, a peer-to-peer crisis line for teens.
You can call them at 877-968-8491, text them by
sending teen2teen to 839863 between 4pm and
10pm, or chat online at OregonYouthLine.org. One
more option: the Crisis Text Line can be reached
by texting HELLO to 741741. Whether you connect
with a crisis line or a person in your life, please do
reach out to someone when you’re struggling —
you matter, and you deserve help and support!

Follow us

Subscribe

page 4

