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For all of those dear to me who have died during my lifetime: my parents, Jack and Barbara; my aunts Ida, May, Annabelle, and Lillian; my uncles Lou, Fred, and David; and my friends Sue and Carol. You have taught me what my grief looks and feels like.










PREFACE





“Give sorrow words: the grief that does not speak whispers the o’erwrought heart and bids it break.”


—Macbeth, William Shakespeare1





When I was fourteen, my father died.


He was in his bedroom, taking a nap before a dinner party he and my mother were hosting. And then, just after he got up from his bed, he had a massive heart attack.


My mother found him when she went up to change for the party. She didn’t call 911. She didn’t scream or cry. She just said, “Something’s happened to Daddy.” Hearing this, my sister ran out the back door to get our next-door neighbor, who was a doctor.


Dr. Marbury immediately came over, sped up the stairs to my parents’ bedroom, and then came down again several minutes later.


I overheard him say to my mother, “I’m sorry, Barbara, there’s nothing I can do.”


I sat on a chair in the dining room as the coroner came, as dessert burned in the oven, and as the guests rang the doorbell. My mother answered the door, still wearing her apron from cooking, and I heard her friends’ voices go from hearty hellos to hushed whispers of “Oh, I’m so sorry.”


Too shocked to do anything else, they all came in. At some point, a well-meaning woman came into the dining room where I sat and asked if I would like to go be with my mother. I didn’t answer her—and I didn’t move.


Following the realization that my father had died, I became immobile. I was quite literally in the “freeze” part of the “fight-flight-freeze” response to danger. Few if any thoughts crossed my mind. I just sat in the chair, staring straight ahead. I was experiencing traumatic shock, something I could not have named or explained at the time.


Not all fourteen-year-olds would have responded this way. Some would have screamed and cried, some would have run to the bedroom to try to help their father, some would have clung to their mother or their sister. But I reacted by freezing.


Hours later I must have gone up to my room because I remember waking up in my bed the next morning feeling fine.


And then I remembered that my father had died.


From that day on, my life, my family, and my identity were irrevocably changed. Time was divided into “before” and “after.”


I was now the girl whose father had died, the girl who no one knew what to say to, the girl who did not know what to say to herself.


In some ways, I went on autopilot. I returned to school on Monday, and when a kind teacher asked if I wanted to take the test scheduled for that day, I just said yes, because I didn’t know what else to do. I went on with my day, acting as though I were the same person I had been on the Friday before. I could do all the things I always did, but—even though I did not want to acknowledge it—life would never be the same, and I would never be the same.


When I went outside after school to the pickup line of cars, my mother was not there. Instead, I saw my brother standing beside his little red car. My brother was supposed to be away at medical school. My brother never picked me up from school. And that brought it all back again.


In my family, we did not talk about our feelings. I didn’t know that my mother was so distraught that she wasn’t able to drive to pick me up. In fact, I had no idea how she was feeling.


And no one asked how I was doing. Nor did I ask anyone how they were doing. We went through the motions—the funeral, which was so awful, with everyone looking at us, the awkward condolence calls, the giving away of my father’s clothes, the dividing up of the jobs my father did around the house. But we didn’t really talk about any of it.


I had no idea how to mourn a father.


I kept my thoughts and feelings to myself. I tried to be of help to my mother, to keep her company, to pay her the compliments my father might once have given, but neither she nor I really knew what we were doing.


And the sad fact is that I stayed on autopilot for a long time.


I had no idea how to talk about my father. Growing up in a family where feelings were not openly acknowledged or shared, I hadn’t a clue how to start.


My grief never really had a chance.


In some way, I stayed frozen in that chair in the dining room for years, unable to feel much or even to know what I should be feeling. But as time went by, the experience of my father’s sudden death, and my complete cluelessness about how to feel and how to behave afterward turned to curiosity.


How did other people grieve? How did other families handle loss? This curiosity is why I took up the subject of grief and loss when it came time to choose a specialty in psychology.


Like many children and teenagers, I needed help to know how to express my grief. I needed help in exploring the feelings I had, and I needed explicit encouragement to do so. While I was not conscious of doing this at the time, rather than feeling and expressing my complete disbelief, my sadness, and my confusion, I just developed a way to handle life. I became extremely self-sufficient and kept literally all of my thoughts and feelings about my father’s death inside. I even managed to keep some of these thoughts and feelings so well hidden that I didn’t know about them myself.


But there is danger in unexpressed grief.


The feelings that are not acknowledged or shared can turn into bodily or psychological symptoms. Sometimes a bereaved child will experience strange aches and pains, or they may feel persistently sad. They may withdraw and find it hard to connect with friends and family or to allow themselves to put energy into new relationships.


On the other hand, some children or teenagers will rush to form new attachments to fill the void left by the lost loved one and to distract themselves from the mourning they need to do.


I did some of each of these. And none of these “solutions” were particularly beneficial to me nor are they beneficial to any child’s development.


Children and teens need support and modeling for their grief. Without such help, some children are unable to recognize their own feelings or to value them sufficiently to devote the energy to exploring them and expressing them. When feelings are kept inside, grief and mourning are truncated, and sometimes they are stalled or go awry, falling into the territory of symptom formation and/or prolonged, persistent, or pathological grief reactions.


My mother knew none of this. She did not know what I was feeling. She did not know what would be helpful to me. She did not understand that I needed help with my grief, or, for that matter, that she needed help with her own grief. In truth, she was as frozen as I was. We both needed a better model for grieving. We both needed help expressing our shock and sadness and feelings of complete helplessness.


As a teenager, I did not know how to actively grieve—I just tried to survive.


For my doctoral dissertation, I chose to write about childhood bereavement. In learning about loss in childhood, I learned about myself and what it was that happened to me emotionally and psychologically when my father died. As they say, much of research is actually “MEsearch.”


Later, as a child psychologist and psychoanalyst, I used what I learned, both academically and personally, in my effort to help children and teenagers—and their parents—to do things differently than I had—that is, to learn to recognize their own feelings and to express them.


Then I began to write some more: first a book for mental health professionals on loss in childhood, When a Child Grieves: Psychoanalytic Understanding and Technique, and now, this book—which I am writing for parents, teachers, grandparents, aunts, uncles, clergy, coaches—anyone who wants to help children or teenagers to mourn, to move forward, and to make meaning of terrible loss, without having to keep all the feelings inside.


Because all children, regardless of their age or the type of loss they have suffered, require love, support, guidance, and understanding to scaffold and assist them as they learn to navigate their way through the pain.


All children need someone to answer their questions and support their feelings in order to prevent them from keeping their grief frozen inside them.


All children need the adults around them to be willing to try to understand their loss from their point of view. This kind of support helps children to avoid the pitfalls of a pathological grief reaction—that is, experiencing frozen, delayed, or prolonged grief and/or developing bodily symptoms to indirectly express their grief.


All caregivers of grieving children (mainly parents or guardians, but also engaged teachers, clergy, or other mentors) need help in understanding what children and teens may feel when they are grieving. All need help learning how to listen to these children and teens. This is especially true for caregivers who are grieving the same loss as the child they are caring for.


Ultimately, when a child’s grief is understood from their point of view as well as in the context of their developmental stage, the resulting support can be both encompassing and profound.


In this book, I give the guidance adults need to learn how to help a grieving child. I explore how grief affects children at each age and stage of development. I discuss the many types of grief, including the death of different family members. I also look at the manner of loss, including a special kind of loss called ambiguous loss, as well as loss that comes not from death but from a dramatic change in life circumstance or environment.


All of this will be helpful to you in understanding the impact of loss on children and in deepening your awareness of the way grief is experienced and processed by the children in your life.


I look forward, in the coming pages, to helping you understand the experience of loss for the children you love.










INTRODUCTION



What Adults Miss


Behind childhood grief is a world of feelings and beliefs, shaped and colored by the individual child’s age, personality, family circumstances, culture, and stage of development.


Adults who try to help a grieving child, lacking direct access to the child’s inner world, often look at the child’s behavior and form ideas of what the child is feeling and how they are affected based on external impressions.


And in doing so, they can miss a lot.


They can miss what the child feels about the loss, they can miss what the child understands about the loss, they can miss the child’s misconceptions about death and loss in general. They can miss the child’s fantasies about this loss in particular and what role the child believes she played in causing the loss to happen.


There is a lot that is important not to miss.


When a child loses someone they love, the child doesn’t stop loving that person. The child may not even really believe that person is gone. The child may start searching for them everywhere they go, and each night they may see their lost loved one in their dreams.


Children don’t stop needing the people they lose, and they don’t stop wanting them. Children continue to yearn for them, not just for the care they provided or the fun they had together, but for them—their presence, their companionship, their love.


But when a child loses a beloved person, their love for that person becomes a one-sided equation. It is an unreciprocated, lonely kind of love that involves powerful feelings of missing their lost loved one.


All this missing can feel different for each child. It can feel like pain. Or it can feel like confusion. It can feel like an ongoing emptiness. It can feel like an ache in the pit of the stomach or a headache that never ends. Some children stop eating. Some start eating too much to fill that emptiness.


Most children can’t bear the feeling for long, and they take breaks from it by returning to play and school activities. This could make it seem like the child is no longer grieving. But, in fact, it does not mean the pain, the emptiness, the yearning, or most of all, the loving has stopped.


For example, when Chloe was four years old, her grandmother died. She had been close to her grandmother, seeing her at least once almost every week of her life. After being told that her grandmother had died, Chloe went off to the family room. Her parents observed her playing quietly with her dolls, and they were relieved. They felt that she had taken the news very well and saw her as returning to her normal activities.


Several weeks later, when Chloe began to have trouble at bedtime, refusing to go to sleep without one parent or the other lying down with her, they did not link this to her experience of her grandmother’s death. They felt that she was being “clingy” without good reason.


The truth was that Chloe was very frightened. She had been told that her Nana had “gone to sleep forever and was now with God in Heaven,” so she was afraid to go to sleep, fearing that she would never wake up.


When Chloe went to play with her dolls after being told the news of her grandmother’s death, she had played a game of putting her dolls to bed and having them go to sleep and then to Heaven. She played this over and over, trying to work out both how someone could sleep forever and where Heaven was. In addition to becoming frightened to go to sleep, Chloe was feeling more fearful of separations in general. She also had powerful feelings of missing her Nana and didn’t understand why she couldn’t still go to her house to visit.


Chloe’s parents had not thought to wonder how Chloe would understand the words they said to her about her grandmother’s death. They had four children altogether, and Chloe was the third. They were happy with Chloe’s adaptation to the news of her grandmother’s death and very caught up with their own grief, the reactions of their other three children and the funeral arrangements.


Chloe’s story is just one example of how children might react to loss.


In How Children Grieve, I take an in-depth look at the internal world of the child in order to help caregivers better understand the nuances of feeling and fantasy a child may experience when confronted by loss. I discuss how unique each child’s understanding and reaction to loss are and how strongly they are shaped by her personality, family circumstance, age, stage of development, and culture. I talk about losses of all kinds, including losses due to death, abandonment, deployment, divorce, and immigration. And I talk about how some less obvious kinds of loss can be something hardly noticed by the family, known as ambiguous loss. Other losses, of course, can take the form of a sudden and major trauma, obvious to all.


The loss of a loved one, in particular, is devastating for anyone, but our hearts break especially for children because losing a beloved person is so painful and potentially damaging for them.


So when considering our children’s psychological health it is important not to miss their feelings and inner experiences when confronted by loss. We need to understand—from their perspectives—what loss feels like, how they may react to it, and how they may be affected by it.


It is important to remember that loss in childhood is not just something to get over; it affects the child for years to come. It changes how they feel, who they are, and how they see and experience the world. Whatever kind of loss a child suffers needs to be processed and metabolized over time. And children need help with this.


There are many ways that a child can react to loss and be affected by it. A major loss in childhood can serve as an impediment to development, it can be managed and coped with, or it can even provide motivation for growth.


I have divided the book into two main parts. First, in part 1, I consider loss and grief from infancy to adolescence. I explore what grief is and how it affects children. I consider the way grief is experienced and processed at the different stages of development. Finally, in this first part I explore the different kinds of losses children experience, from the death of a parent, sibling, or grandparent to a beloved caregiver or friend, as well as the manner of loss, be it sudden, violent, or ambiguous.


So with an understanding of grief and how it affects children at different stages of development, the reader can then move on to the second part of the book, which focuses on helping the grieving child.


First, I consider the grief of the adult caregiver, discussing the difficulties of suffering grief while also caring for a grieving child. I emphasize the importance of the caregiver receiving adequate support, so they are then able to provide the essential care to the grieving child in their life needs.


Then I discuss how to help children experiencing each of the many forms of loss in childhood.


I will refer to experts in the field of loss, to the research in this area, and to literature, as well as offering some individual examples from my clinical work, and my own personal experience, in order to bring to life the child’s experience of loss.


The subject of loss is particularly pertinent at this moment in history as we recover from a major pandemic, as we live through several major wars, and as we experience natural disasters, climate change, and ever-escalating gun violence.


These events are dramatically increasing the number of children who are experiencing losses. The wars around the world, including in Russia and Ukraine and in Israel and Gaza, Yemen, Sudan, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, Syria, Libya, Central African Republic, Congo, Myanmar and Mali have already taken tens of thousands of lives. Of those who have died, many were parents, leaving orphaned or partially orphaned children behind. And during the coronavirus pandemic, an extremely large number of children suffered the loss of parents and other loved ones. Shockingly, more than 10.5 million children lost one or both parents or caregivers due to Covid-19 according to data released in September 2022. At least 5.2 million children suffered the loss of a caretaker in the first twenty months of the pandemic alone, and in the United States, by March 2022, over 200,000 children had lost a primary or secondary caregiver due to Covid. In fact, so far, one in four Covid deaths represents the loss of a parent or primary caregiver for at least one child.1


Southeast Asia and Africa suffered the greatest rate of losses, with one out of every fifty children affected compared with one out of one hundred fifty children in the Americas, according to a research letter published in JAMA Pediatrics.2


These circumstances have brought all sorts of loss for children in addition to the losses they have suffered due to death. During the pandemic most children suffered fear of disease. As a result, many children the world over lost their sense of safety and security. During the pandemic many children also lost some degree of contact with friends and extended family for weeks and months at a time. All lost in-person classroom time. Even worse, over the past few years many children had to leave their schools, homes, and even their countries whether due to war, food scarcity, economic or political hardship, or violence.


Even in normal times, without a pandemic or a war, children suffer multiple kinds of loss that we often do not even acknowledge. When a parent becomes depressed, this is a loss for a child. When a parent goes on a long trip for business or is deployed by the military, this is a loss. When a parent goes back to work after having worked at home or after having been a stay-at-home parent, this is a loss. When a sibling moves away from home, this is a loss. And when a beloved babysitter stops working for a family, this is a loss. When a best friend switches schools, this is a loss. And when a family moves to a new city, state, or country, this is a loss that contains multiple losses within it.


For many children, the experience of these losses has been further exacerbated by the difficulties in accessing the love and support needed to help them through such difficult times. Whether due to Covid, war, natural disaster, or any other tragedy, parents, grandparents, teachers, and adults in general may all have been less available than usual over the past several years. These adults may also have been preoccupied and worried themselves.


It is also important for us, as adults, to remember that our job is to help children learn about the possibility of loss—including death—before they experience loss and to help them with their losses when they do occur. It is our job to aid the children we love to express their feelings, to listen to what these children have to say about their feelings, to understand with them what their losses mean to them, and to work on understanding these losses from their perspective. This is crucial because children can feel very alone when they have lost someone or something dear to them. They need a great deal of support and accompaniment through loss. Without support, without warmth and caring, and without answers to their many questions, children may become blind to their own real feelings. They may misunderstand their own role in the loss in a way that undermines their self-concept and self-confidence. They may develop pathological variants of the grief process. And without adequate understanding and help, they may become adults who are not able to be sensitive to their own feelings or the feelings and needs of others—including their own children—when they experience loss.


So, loss in childhood comes with risks. Compared to nonbereaved children, bereaved children are at higher risk for a range of mental and behavioral health problems, including depression, posttraumatic stress reactions, substance use,3 decreased academic performance,4 and suicide.5


Of those children and teens who experience the loss of a close loved one, 10 to 18 percent will go on to develop Persistent Complex Bereavement Disorder, a relatively new diagnosis to be included in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders and one that involves numerous debilitating symptoms and a great deal of distress for bereaved children and teens.6


We are talking about a lot of children who are grieving. And in the United States, we are talking about these children living in the context of a society that tends to avoid discussion of death and grief and which maintains the belief that it is important to protect children from the knowledge of death.


But this is a kind of wishful thinking. By as early as three years of age, children are aware of death, whether we talk with them about it or not. They have seen dead bugs and dead animals by the side of the road. They have heard about killings and deaths in their families, in their neighborhoods, or on the news, whether on TV or on social media, as well as in movies and video games.


If we do not talk to children about what they see and hear about death, if we do not explain to them what it’s all about, these children will be unprepared for experiencing their own losses. They will have no idea how to understand death and how to express their feelings about death and loss. And if we are not talking about these subjects with them, they may feel they are not supposed to talk about them either.


In this country, death is often siloed. We think that we protect our children by not discussing it or by keeping them from going to the funerals of relatives. But what we are really doing is leaving children all alone with the thoughts and feelings they are already having.


Following a loss, when we do speak with children about death, when we do help them to understand what has happened, and when we do help them with their feelings, many can experience growth from loss. Children can find great meaning in their losses; they can grow in sensitivity and depth, and they can become more empathic to the painful experiences of others.


While you might be familiar with the “stages of grief,” I won’t be including them as a framework in this book. These stages have been attributed to Elisabeth Kübler-Ross, an eminent death researcher and psychiatrist. But the truth is that she did not see these stages in people who had experienced loss. She observed and categorized these stages during her research on dying patients. Only years after her original work on death and dying did she and David Kessler adapt them to those who were mourning,7 and there has been a great deal of controversy regarding whether these stages actually occur in those who are grieving.


In fact, recent research has shown that the idea that there are stages people must go through and tasks they must accomplish to complete the mourning process may not be true at all. George Bonanno, a professor of psychology at Columbia University and one of the most noted researchers on grief and mourning, says that much of what we have believed about what is necessary to grieve is simply untrue and not documented by research. According to Bonanno, people follow different patterns and different trajectories for grief across time. This is true for children as well, and this is the position I take throughout the book.


Crucially, How Children Grieve provides a basis for understanding the experience and the needs of individual children who have experienced loss. The information presented here is based on sound developmental theory rather than opinion. Following graduate training in clinical psychology, postgraduate training in child and adult psychoanalysis, and over forty years of experience working with grieving children, I have found that the best way to understand children’s feelings and needs is based on both a highly individualistic and a developmental approach. That is, we understand the child as a unique individual with particular perceptions and understandings all her own, and we also understand her based on her age, stage of development, existing personality, family circumstance, culture, and the type of loss she has suffered.


Grief may look a little bit different for every child, but by learning what is typical of children at each age, by listening and observing closely, you will have the tools you need to support the children in your life on their grief journeys.


As you dive into the book, feel free to read it as presented or use the table of contents to jump directly to a chapter that particularly addresses your situation. You may also want to take some notes in a journal or on your phone to remind you of what you need to do to help the child in your life.


At the end of the book, I’ve included a brief “How to Help the Grieving Child” checklist (page 261). Once you’ve read the book, you can refer back to this checklist to help you remember the key things that will be most helpful to you.


Throughout the book, I include many case examples. To protect the confidentiality of those I see in my clinical practice, the cases presented are either heavily disguised or they are conglomerates of real people. Only with express permission do I use real patient material and when I do, I always use pseudonyms rather than the real names of the people involved.


I would also like to add that I use the terms “parent,” “mother,” and “primary caretaker” interchangeably as not all children are cared for exclusively by their parents and not all parents who care for children are mothers.


Finally, I also use “her” or “they” when talking about the children who have suffered loss—in part to correct a historical imbalance. Traditionally, the subjects of discussion in books and elsewhere have been referred to as “he.” It is time that we also use “she” and “they.” In this book, when I say “she/her” or “they/them” I am referring to all children and teens—including those who identify as male, female, nonbinary, transgender, queer, or other.
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PART 1



Loss and Grief from
Infancy to Adolescence


Depending on a child’s age and stage of development, she will understand loss differently, perceive loss differently, feel differently about loss, and be affected by loss differently. In this section, I will define grief and mourning, and then I will explain in very specific terms how children of different ages and at different stages respond to loss.










CHAPTER 1



What Are Grief and Mourning, and How
Do They Affect Children?


I define grief quite simply as what one feels following a loss. Grief can feel crushingly sad, or it can feel like numbness. It can come in waves, or it can wait a month and then mow you down. It can take forms that do not feel—or look—at all like sadness.


Grief is personal. It is unique to each grieving person. It may be private, or it may be loud and public.


There is no right way and no wrong way to grieve or mourn.


And this is true for children as well as adults.


When children run around and play following a loss, people will say that the children are not grieving—or that they are not grieving appropriately.


This is simply untrue. Children grieve in their own ways.


For children as well as for adults, every loss is unique and every loss is experienced uniquely.


After years of studying bereavement, one of researcher George Bonanno’s most consistent findings is that “bereavement is not a one-dimensional experience. It’s not the same for everyone and there do not appear to be specific stages that everyone must go through.”1


Mourning, on the other hand, is often defined as our outward expression of loss. But here I will talk about it as the internal process of grieving a loss.


This process takes time. It requires energy and focus. It involves a reworking of the relationship with the person who has died so that it transforms from an external, real-world relationship to an internal one. And in this process, parts of the lost loved one can become part of the mourner.


And how do we know when mourning is moving forward?


When mourning is successful, the bereaved person is able to move ahead in life and to make room for new relationships.


Writers and clinicians have tried to tame the process of mourning by categorizing it in various ways. But in the end, mourning can take any number of shapes. As I mentioned, there is no set of stages everyone must pass through. It is just like other painful, out of control experiences in our lives: it is messy and there is no road map.


And for mourning to occur, the first thing that must happen is that there must be an acknowledgement that a loss has occurred.


This may seem obvious. But when you lose someone you really love, it is sometimes hard to accept that they are really gone. And this is doubly true for children because, especially before the age of five, children do not understand what death is. They do not understand that it is permanent. They do not realize that someone who dies cannot and will not come back.


Being unable to acknowledge that a loved one is really gone can be part of what makes mourning difficult for children, especially young children.


Children under the age of five do not fully understand the concept of death without a great deal of help from adults.


When someone dies, young children often expect them to come back, they may wish them to come back, and they may believe that they will come back. As a result, without help from adults, they may not feel all the sad feelings that come with understanding that someone is truly lost.


Even children over five, who may understand the concept of the permanence of death a little better, need help remembering that when someone has died, they cannot come back and they will not come back no matter what we wish for. Additionally, while children who are six and seven and eight may understand that death is permanent, they often think that if someone leaves or dies it must either be their fault or someone else’s fault.


At each age, there are developmental differences that caregivers must understand and consider in order to truly understand and help the child with their grief and mourning.


Without adults to remind the child, misunderstandings can stay in their mind. The child may think that if only she is good enough, the person she lost will come back. Or she may think that if only she had been good enough in the first place, they would never have gone away.


If the child does not truly understand that a person or a thing they lost is really gone permanently, they may not feel as sad as they would have if they did understand that the person is gone forever—and thus, mourning cannot really occur, or it may be delayed until they fully understand and accept what has happened.


For similar reasons, it can also be hard for children to mourn other kinds of losses such as parental separation, deployment to the military, the loss of a home to a natural disaster, or when friends or relatives move away. In these cases, where the person could possibly come back or when the child thinks that the home and possessions might possibly be restored, it is hard for the child to know what to feel. If a child does not know if her parents will get back together, if her deployed parent will come back, or if her uncle who was lost in the flood might be found, it is very hard to know whether to feel sad and whether to mourn. The child is left in a kind of limbo. This is called ambiguous loss, and I will discuss this at length in chapter 5.


It is more straightforward for a child when someone or something is gone and cannot come back due to death. But in both loss due to death and in ambiguous loss, there can be mourning—and for mourning to occur the child must experience the loss, acknowledge the loss, and have internal reactions to and feelings about the loss.


So, how does mourning start?


Initially, the mourner may feel shocked.


It may take a few days, a few weeks, or even a few months to fully acknowledge what has happened and for feelings to set in.


Then there can be a period of intense pain—crying and yearning and wishing for the person to come back. These feelings often come in waves, and they may show up at unexpected moments—often when the child sees something or does something that the person who is gone might have seen or done with them.


After a period of time the child can generally begin to think about and remember who or what has been lost without as much shock or pain as they felt initially, to sort out what they miss and what part of the lost person or thing they want to hold on to, and meaning can be made of the loss; it can be processed and understood. After this has happened, the sad feelings generally diminish—and while they may not go away entirely, they are usually far less painful than they were in the beginning. The enormous sadness can be replaced by occasional memories that evoke shorter periods of sad feelings.


Throughout this process, the shape of each child’s grief is determined by their age, their stage of development, their relationship with the person (or thing) they lost, and their own particular personality and life circumstances. No two children experience loss in exactly the same way—even if they have lost the same thing. To one child, the loss of a father when they are twelve may feel catastrophic and result in a long-lasting depression. For another child, the loss of a father at twelve may feel freeing and promote independence—after their initial shock and sadness have diminished.


Some children bounce back more quickly than others. There is an increasing amount of research being done on what has been called resilience—the idea that some infants, children, and adults weather adverse events more easily than others and some children raised under adverse conditions do better than others. But the answers to the question of what makes one individual more resilient than another are very complicated and not fully understood. At present, we believe that resilience is probably rooted in a person’s neurobiology, culture, family, society, socioeconomic status, and individual personality.


So, let’s think about resilience. One might think that if an infant is robust and healthy and has a laid-back temperament, then it is likely that she will weather changes in her life better than an infant who is highly reactive, more sensitive, or more fragile. As it turns out, this is not always true. In a study of Masai children affected by severe drought, it turned out the more difficult, fussy children fared better than the more laid-back children.2 Perhaps it is the feistier children, the ones who register discomfort and make vigorous demands on their parents to provide comfort, who actually withstand adversity better.


Also, the adequacy of the person who takes care of the child after the adverse event is important. The more sensitive the caretaker is to the moods, feelings, and needs of the infant or child (and, if it is the primary caretaker who has been lost, the more they can replicate the caretaking patterns of the caretaker who left if these were positive patterns), the more likely it is that the infant or child will recover from adversity and adapt more quickly.


Of course the socioeconomic status of the family will also influence how a child will respond to adversity such as loss. Families with more resources, including good housing, good schools, and access to good medical and psychological services will be able to provide a more stable and supportive system within which the child can recover. However, this is not to say that a child from a well-resourced family will not suffer terribly from the loss of a parent nor that a child from a community with fewer resources will not find love and support and the help they need from within their family and community. This is merely a generalization.


So what does determine whether a child does better or worse when exposed to a difficult event such as a loss?


Ann Masten, an authority on the subject, describes a variety of factors that I have adapted to the subject of loss:




•   Dose. The severity (or dose) of the loss will, in part, determine a child’s reaction. So, of course, the loss of a distant relative will likely be less difficult for a child than the loss of a beloved parent. And multiple losses at once will be much more difficult to recover from than a single loss.


•   Timing. A child will be more vulnerable to suffering greater effects from loss during certain developmental periods than others. For example, the loss of a parent during the first three years of life will be quite devastating to a child, while the loss of a parent later in adolescence will be very difficult in many ways, but perhaps not as damaging as a similar loss at a much earlier age.


•   Close attachments. Having close attachments has been shown over and over to be an extremely protective factor in helping a child to be less drastically affected by loss and more likely to recover more fully. Having loving family and friends with whom the grieving child has strong relationships supports the child during the grieving process, supplies the love she needs, and sustains her throughout the rest of her life.


•   Intelligence and executive functioning. More intelligent children who are more capable of keeping themselves organized have been shown to do better under adverse conditions.


•   Cultural belief systems and rituals. Having a belief system and/or a set of routines and rituals around loss, whether religious or cultural, has been found to be protective in helping children respond with more resilience to loss.3





In this chapter, I will explain how key factors such as culture, personality, and loneliness affect the shape of a child’s grief, and how understanding these factors can aid you to truly help children who are grieving. Later, in the sections on each age and stage of development, I will explain further about the timing and dose of loss.


How Culture Shapes the Child’s Reaction to Loss


In many cultures there are customs, traditions, and expectations for the way that children should feel and behave following the loss of a loved one. Some of these are explicit (spoken and known) and some are implicit (unspoken and often less well acknowledged) but still expected. In other cultures and traditions there is an absence of ritual or routine.


For example, among North American atheists, death may be talked about very little, and there may be few, if any, formal rituals around the death of a family member. In my own family, there were no set rituals at all. When a beloved uncle of mine died, there was no funeral, no burial service, just a cocktail party, which took place months after he died. Although he would have loved the cocktail party—especially the snacks—it was not necessarily helpful for many of the members of my family. There was very little in the way of overt mourning. There was really no structure to scaffold the grieving of the children—or the adults. If we wanted to say goodbye, we each had to figure out how to do so on our own.


Similarly, when my father died, there was a funeral, but that was all—no prescribed period of mourning, no rules or customs in place to help us decide when to go back to work or school, and no lighting of candles or religious ceremonies to ritualize the remembering of my father in the years after his death.


So, the culture within which I lived provided little in the way of rituals or routines for mourning. For any child experiencing a loss, the scaffolding—or the lack thereof—provided by their family and larger culture within which they live will affect the child’s experience of loss as well as her mourning process.


To use another example, in his memoir, Did Ye Hear Mammy Died?, Séamas O’Reilly, whose mother died when he was five, describes his family’s approach to grief. He says they didn’t want to suffer the pity of outsiders or cause any “fuss,” since fuss of any kind “is like kryptonite to Northern Irish people.”4


He goes on to say that it was odd for him to realize, as an adult, how much of his homeland he had internalized, even at the age of five, and how many of the unspoken assumptions, behaviors, and rhythms of thought had become his own.


He realized that, as a little boy, he had been living by the platitudes he had been brought up with: “‘Don’t make a fuss,’ ‘it’s no big deal’ and ‘ah sure lookit the horse has bolted what good will whining do?’”5 All of these kept him from expressing his shock and grief when his mother died.


A child brought up in Northern Ireland, or a child of parents brought up there who have emigrated to another country, may be prone to keeping their most difficult feelings to themselves—as might the children of other cultures where the expression of feelings is not encouraged.


However, in some cultures, grief and mourning may be more openly expressed. The children’s film Coco shows that in certain cultures in Mexico, grief, mourning, and celebration of the dead are parts of life, especially on the Day of the Dead, which is celebrated every year.


But it is not only the general culture of the family’s community, whether religious or ethnic, but also each family’s particular interpretation of that culture that will influence how the family and the children contained within it mourn.


Within a given culture, individual families have their own way of doing things, which may not align exactly with the culture they are part of. Their own customs are superimposed over the customs of their forebears and their community so that a given religious or cultural background may not determine the unique way that a particular family deals with feelings—including grief and mourning.


In my practice, I have seen children and adolescents from varying backgrounds and cultures. In each and every case, there were aspects of grief and mourning that were well supported by the particular family and culture from which the child came, and there were also elements of the child’s experience that the family completely missed and which they had to be helped to understand.


For example, one little girl’s grandmother died in the village from which her father came in Africa. The family went back to the village and joined a large community of mourners. When the little girl, who was eight at the time, came back from the trip, she told me that she felt so loved while she was in her grandmother’s village. She experienced the attention of her cousins and great-aunts and uncles as very supportive and helpful to her as she watched her father mourn the loss of his mother.


At the same time, when she came back to her family’s apartment in the United States and went back to school with her friends, she felt strange. Her family did not continue to carry out any of the customs or rituals she had been a part of in her grandmother’s village. She wasn’t sure what to do to show her sympathy for her father now that the family was back to its normal routine. She missed the relatives she had met and been surrounded by in Africa. And she also felt somehow different from her friends here in the United States and unsure how to be with them.


It was important for me to help this child figure out how to talk to her father. She needed to tell him how strange it felt to be back home and how she couldn’t really understand how to integrate the experience she had had in Africa with her life here.


Her father was very moved by his daughter’s confusion, and he agreed to take her to some of the community events attended by people from his parents’ village who had immigrated to Philadelphia. He also found a couple of ways to memorialize his mother at home that were in keeping with some of the traditional rituals. He had not realized that connection to his culture might be important to his daughter and that she might need help to understand how she could be both an American girl and a girl with roots and relatives in another country.


Later, this little girl told me about some of the new friends she had made at the gatherings her father took her to and how knowing them helped her to feel more connected to her grandmother and the life her grandmother had lived.


Another family I worked with was Ukrainian and Jewish. The parents had come to the United States separately and met here. Neither was observant when it came to their religion, but they both valued their religious and their national identities.


When the children were nine and thirteen, their father was killed in a car accident. The mother came to me as soon as she was released from the hospital (having been in the car with her husband and having sustained injuries of her own). She wanted help with what to tell her children.


She did not have religious beliefs within which to frame or explain death to the children nor did she have religious rituals to help her and her children to formally say goodbye to their father and husband. She felt lost and unsure about how to proceed.


Some Jewish families who are more observant in their religious practice have prescribed prayers to say, ways to memorialize their loved one, and certain ways to explain death and loss to children. They may wear black, they may rip their clothes or wear a ripped ribbon symbolic of ripped clothing, and they may stay home to receive visitors for a period called shiva, in which a short service is held every night for seven days, and friends and family members drop by. But this mother and her children did not have these customs to follow.


What they did have, however, were grandparents from both sides of the family—and in what may have been a different, sort of less specific expression of both religious tradition and cultural practice, both couples were immediately available in all ways to this woman and her two children. Lovingly, they alternated weeks, sleeping over at the family’s house and helping the children to feel cared for.


Neither religion nor culture are necessarily a sure framework for families when loss occurs. But each affects how a family experiences and deals with death and loss, as does the lack of religion or strong cultural affiliation.


How Personality Shapes the Experience of Loss and How Loss Shapes Personality


The experience of loss and the degree to which an individual is affected by loss are also influenced by their preexisting personality.


Whether a child is particularly sensitive or whether she is especially resilient, whether she is outgoing or more introverted, whether she is easily able to ask for help or whether she tries to cope on her own will all affect the way that she responds to loss.


Fascinating information on the way that this occurs in adults was obtained by a group of researchers, led by Dr. Geddam Subhasree, who performed a study on 237 people who had lost a close loved one to Covid. These researchers wanted to understand the role of personality in the outcome of mourning.


Interestingly, they found that people who have a sense of being able to affect others and their environment (called self-efficacy) are more likely to return to normal functioning after a significant loss. The team summarized the findings of their study saying that a high degree of self-efficacy served as a protective factor against depression and grief among the bereaved individuals who lost their loved ones due to Covid.6


In their review of the professional literature on this subject, Subhasree and colleagues also found that individuals who were characterized as having what is called openness, who have a tendency to accept new experiences, who feel less nervous through disappointments, and who believe in themselves, also fare far better following loss. Similarly, individuals who are agreeable, those with conscientiousness traits, those who exercise their abilities and recognize their limitations, and those who set realistic goals all tend to have increased ability to persevere and persist in challenging situations.


While this study did not include children and adolescents, I think we can generalize from their findings and hypothesize that children who have some of the characteristics listed above will generally recover more easily from loss.


I suspect that children who have a high degree of self-efficacy—that is, children who can take action in their lives, who feel they can affect the opinions of the adults around them, and who feel they can solve problems for themselves—are more likely to do better after a loss.


Similarly, children who are open to new experiences, who can adapt to change better, and who can accept new circumstances will also do better when confronted by loss.


Like the adults in the study, children who believe in themselves, who trust that they can withstand difficult things, and who are less nervous when met with disappointment are likely to do better when they lose a loved one.


Finally, children who are conscientious, agreeable, and able to persist under difficult circumstances, like the adults in the study, are also likely to do better following loss than children who do not have these characteristics.


As for the effect of loss on the development of personality? Well, loss shapes different people differently, but it will definitely affect the development of the personality of the infant, child, or teen who experiences the loss.


In my family, my father’s death affected each of the four of us in a dramatic way, but it did not affect each of us in the same way.


For example, one of my sisters may or may not have been my father’s favorite (we debate this to this day). But she did spend a great deal of time with him, and she loved him and depended on him in many ways. My father and this sister shared a stamp collection and spent hours together on Sundays putting their stamps into albums. When this sister needed a summer job, he found her one through a professional connection. And when she wanted advice on a variety of matters, she went to him.


My father died when my sister was in her second year of college, and life was never the same for her. The person she loved most and depended on for help when she needed it was suddenly gone. Her expectations for his involvement in her life going forward collapsed. My father would not be at her college graduation, and he would not see her go on to graduate school or to receive her Ph.D. He would not be available for any love or help or advice at all. And for the most part, she had put all her eggs in one basket—our father.


My sister became depressed—and this was a depression that plagued her for years. She was deeply sad and alone. She suffered. She looked to my mother for some of the interest and support my father had shown her, but she was disappointed over and over again. After some years, she began to turn to our older brother for some of the advice and help that she had once sought from my father. She had depended on my father, and going forward, she depended on our brother as well as on other friends and family.


I was different.


First of all, I was fourteen when my father died as opposed to her twenty. Second, I had a different personality makeup than she. When my father died, I became less dependent, and I did not try to find others on whom to depend. I sought out opportunities to do things on my own. When I was sixteen, I decided to get an after-school job, and when I was seventeen, I chose to attend an unconventional college far from home, and unlike any that the others in my family had attended.


I was not my father’s favorite, my grades were not as good as my sister’s, and I had given up, long before he died, on being able to please him. So my sister and I were very different in this respect.


At the same time, I was uncomfortable feeling helpless. So, over time, I figured out how to keep my own counsel and make my own decisions. Doing this allowed me to avoid feeling too vulnerable or too sad. If I could rely on myself, I did not have to feel helpless, and I did not have to miss my father too much.


After my father’s death, my sister’s dependence continued in some ways, while my independence blossomed.


So, my father’s death affected my sister and her life trajectory in certain ways, while it affected me and my personality development in other ways. She suffered, felt quite alone, and transferred her dependence on my father elsewhere. Meanwhile, I turned to myself, hoping, and often believing, that I could handle things myself.


This is just one example of the different ways that loss can affect two different children—in this case, even within the same family.


And, as you can see from the experience I had following my father’s death, personality growth can occur as a result of loss. This is not what people generally think about when they consider the effects of early loss on children and teens—and yet it is real.


For years, two researchers, Lawrence Calhoun and Richard Tedeschi, studied the positive effects of trauma—including loss. Contrary to public opinion, they found that individuals who had suffered significant trauma often experienced positive changes. These changes include improved relationships, new possibilities for life, a greater appreciation for life, a greater sense of personal strength, and increased spiritual development.


They also found some interesting contradictions. People they interviewed said things like “I am more vulnerable, yet stronger.” Individuals who experienced traumatic events tended to talk about their increased sense of vulnerability; however, these same people also reported an increased sense of their own capacities to survive and prevail.


Another experience often reported by trauma survivors was a need to talk with other people about the traumatic events, which tended to deepen some of their personal relationships. Some also found themselves becoming more comfortable with intimacy and having a greater sense of compassion for others who experienced life difficulties.7


In my practice, a teenager whose father had died at the beginning of Covid said to me, “My dad’s death gave me a different perspective. I used to think that if a friendship ended or someone died, all the time you put into that relationship was wasted. Now I think that it was valuable. I would rather have had my dad for the time I had him rather than some other dad who was around longer.”


This young woman gained a new perspective and came to a new appreciation of the relationships in her life. She came to understand the importance of the person that her father was despite her lifelong frustration with having had an older dad. And she also recognized that relationships are important in their own right, even if they end prematurely.


Calhoun and Tedeschi also found that people who faced trauma were more likely to become engaged with fundamental existential questions about death and the purpose of life. A commonly reported change was for the individual to value the smaller things in life more and to also consider the religious, spiritual, and existential components of life. A common theme for many people in this study was that after a traumatic event philosophies of life can became more fully developed, satisfying, and meaningful.8


Researchers such as Calhoun and Tedeschi have found that growth can occur not despite adversity but because of it.


It is true that they looked predominantly at adults, but interestingly, very similar findings have been found in research on bereaved children.


In a study of what helps and hinders children and adolescents who lose a parent, Jessica Koblenz found multiple areas of growth in many of the children she interviewed.9


Seventy-three percent of the participants in her study felt that navigating and understanding death at an early age made them grow up faster.


Some said they responded to loss by embracing life. One said, “I have a heightened sense of life, not wasting time, and not having regrets.” According to some grief theorists, this renewed sense of life is an adaptive form of meaning-making following loss.


Many of the children Koblenz interviewed said that support helped them to get through their loss. This finding is important because traditional psychological and psychiatric views of bereavement have minimized the role of relationships and support from others in coping with loss. However, more recently, evidence has shown that relational support plays a crucial role in a child’s ability to cope after a loss and may actually improve and intensify some existing relationships.


Interestingly, participants in Koblenz’s study stated that their most helpful source of support were other mourning children who could relate with their exact position.


Koblenz also found that becoming self-reliant was a coping strategy that some of the participants in her study utilized. (This sounded very familiar to me!) In her study, kids said that they began to rely more on themselves once they decided that they could no longer depend on others. For some, it was easier to express they “were strong” and “could handle it alone” than to acknowledge their loneliness.


Koblenz says that the sentiment of “needing to be strong” was expressed by many participants and reflected their inability to convey vulnerability. As one participant said of her childhood loss, “Everyone always said, ‘You’re so strong.’ No one ever said, ‘It’s okay if you’re not.’” From this Koblenz concluded that applauding children’s ability to handle their grief alone may make it difficult for them to feel they can be completely open and show their vulnerable selves. But some participants were able to find a balance of healthy independence while still reaching out to others in times when they needed help.


So, in sum, it can be said that personality definitely affects how one child handles loss as compared to another child. And loss definitely affects children’s personality development. Some resilient children will move through their grief and go forward in their development, changed but still moving forward. Some will actually grow from loss, and other, less resilient children, will experience an interruption in forward development and will need help to move forward. You can read more about growth from loss in chapter 11 (page 240).


The Loneliness of Loss


As Helen Macdonald said in her memoir H Is for Hawk, “Bereavement . . . It happens to everyone. But you feel it alone.”10


And this can be especially true for children and teenagers.


For example, a young woman I interviewed said, “What makes me feel most lonely ever since my mom died [is that] consciously or unconsciously, I’ve been searching for maternal figures at school and at college. It becomes another sad thing, [like] ‘this lady is lovely; I wish she could be like my mom but she can’t.’ . . . Even with my stepmom, she’s sort of maternal, but there’s a distance; you miss your mom for your mom as a person but also for a mom.”


Children and teens may feel very lonely after a major loss. Often they will not have any friends who have experienced what they have. Or if they do, they may feel reluctant to talk about their experience. And to rid themselves of their loneliness, they may wish to replace their lost loved one right away. Or they may want to shut themselves off from needing anyone.


Children and teens who are feeling very lonely and sad may feel ashamed of their feelings, imagining that others have not felt as they do. Or they may feel that they don’t know how to put what they are feeling into words.


They may feel they don’t even know what they feel.


When I was at my lowest moments in my first year of college, I would go outside and look at the sky, feeling terribly alone and missing my father. This had absolutely nothing to do with the reality of whether my father could have actually helped me to feel better had he still been alive. I gazed at the sky more out of my feelings of sheer aloneness. And one thing that came to mind when I felt this way was the fact that my father was gone.


On one particular occasion during freshman year, as I thought of my father, I looked at the night sky and talked to him. I asked him why he had left me. And, for one of the first times since his death, I really cried.


But I did not talk to any of the real, living people around me about this. I wasn’t accustomed to talking to others about my deepest feelings.


This is not an unusual experience for children and teens. Many do not have the first clue about how to approach a friend to reveal something personal or to ask for help. Some don’t know where to begin, and others may feel they don’t even deserve help.


Children and teens who have lost someone dear to them miss that person and grieve for them at all sorts of moments. Feelings of grief and sadness may take children and teenagers by surprise, welling up at the most unexpected of times. They go somewhere that they used to go with their lost loved one and they remember them. Or they need help with some homework that the person who died would have helped with and suddenly they feel bereft. Sometimes they even feel like giving up. What’s the point of doing homework if their loved one isn’t there?


Being unable to put the missing feelings into words, being shy about doing so, being reluctant to ask for help—or even to admit to needing help—leads to many lonely moments. And sometimes children are irritable at these times—or they may feel sleepy and go off to take a nap—when what they are actually feeling is pain.


Of course, it is essential for children to have loving family and friends who are available to notice—and to draw them out when they find it hard to talk. But it is also the case that many times missing feelings happen in private.


When a parent, friend, or close grandparent is gone, it is common for children to retreat to their rooms. It is also common for them to imagine that if only that person were present they would feel less alone and that person would be able to help or to make things better. And these feelings can occur in even the youngest of children.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Preface



		Introduction: What Adults Miss



		Part 1: Loss and Grief from Infancy to Adolescence



		Chapter 1 What Are Grief and Mourning, and How Do They Affect Children?



		Chapter 2 Grief at Different Ages and Stages



		Chapter 3 The Loss of a Loved One



		The Loss of a Parent



		The Loss of a Sibling



		The Loss of a Grandparent



		The Loss of a Friend or Pet



		Chapter 4 Different Manners of Loss



		Loss Due to Divorce



		Loss Due to Illness



		Loss Due to Violence



		Loss Due to War



		Loss Due to Suicide



		Chapter 5 Ambiguous Loss









		Part 2: Helping the Grieving Child



		Chapter 6 Understanding Your Own Grief



		Chapter 7 How to Help a Grieving Child



		Chapter 8 How to Help Children with Specific Types of Loss



		Chapter 9 Professional Treatment Options



		Chapter 10 Monitoring the Mourning Process



		Chapter 11 Long-Term Support









		Conclusion



		Resources: Books, Podcasts, Websites, and More



		How to Help Grieving Children Checklist



		Acknowledgments



		Notes



		Bibliography



		Index











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/title.png
How
Children

Grieve

CORINNE MASUR

oooooooo





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
How
Children

Grieve

What adults miss
and what they
can do to help

CORINNE MASUR





