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Behaviour as Communication
Young people are much more likely to show 
us their grief through their behaviour, rather 
than tell us about it. It can feel impossible for 
them to find the words to express the strong 
emotions they are experiencing. Instead, they 
may begin to ‘act out’, become destructive, 
volatile, or aggressive. This can play out in real 
life interactions, and online via gaming and 
social media. It’s ok to feel angry, but adults can 
guide young people not to hurt themselves or 
others when they feel angry. They may appear 
to swing between emotions, which can be due 
to their hormones and development, and also 
their intensity of grief. 

Young people usually have a good 
understanding of death and dying, and its 
permanence. They may begin to consider their 
own mortality and how they can make meaning 
in their life. They may question their religious 
or spiritual beliefs too. They may become 
interested in games and movies that explore 
death and dying.

Young people are likely to be aware of the 
potential implications of loss of a loved one 
and understand the emotional and practical 
effects the death may have on their family. 
They may become concerned about finances, 
living arrangements, domestic chores or the 
childcare of younger siblings. They may be 
anxious about the health of their loved ones. 
Some bereaved young people may take on 
adult roles and appear to grow up too quickly. 
They may take on the role of nurturer, provider, 
or disciplinarian for younger children. It is really 

important to remember that young people 
are not adults and should not take on the 
responsibilities of adult roles. 

Young people may experience unexplained 
aches and pains if they do not have ways 
to express the strong feelings they are 
experiencing. They may attempt to bottle up 
how they are feeling or deny they might be 
struggling. If they are unable to express how 
they feel, they may develop unhelpful coping 
strategies. Young people generally can be 
impulsive, take risks and experiment. This can 
be challenging for bereaved young people as 
they may use self-harm and risky behaviours 
to try to avoid their intense feelings or in an 
attempt to self-soothe. They may use drugs 
and alcohol to self-medicate. It can feel difficult 
or unnecessary to impose limits on bereaved 
young people, but it is important that they 
have boundaries in place from the adults 
around them, especially when they are grieving. 

Identity and Independence
Young people are often in the process of working 
out who they are outside of their family unit. 
They often spend more time with their friends 
and social networks on and offline. They are 
less likely to share their thoughts and feelings 
with their families during their adolescence, 
and more likely to look for support from their 
friends. It can feel very difficult when a young 
person chooses to withdraw from their family, 
especially when they are bereaved. It can 
leave the adults around them feeling rejected 
and isolated from the young person and 
can lead to a breakdown in communication. 
Gently and patiently reassuring young people 
that you are there to listen as and when they 
want to share can be a helpful approach to 
rebuilding connection.

Grief is Normal
Grief is a normal response to the death of 
someone close to us, and this is true for young 
people too. 

It can feel difficult to watch a young person 
grieve. It is completely understandable that 
adults want to encourage grieving young 
people to be happy, rather than see them 
upset or angry. Adults may try to protect 
young people from their grief by avoiding or 
adapting the truth about the death and dying. 
However, it is really important to provide clear 
and honest information.

Finding a Way in Through Creativity 
When someone dies, young people can find it 
difficult or even impossible to express how they 
feel with words. The feelings are just too big 
and intense. Our specialist children and young 
person’s bereavement team works creatively 
and playfully, using drama, play, stories, music, 
art, games and talking, to help young people 
explore their grief and remember the person 
who has died. 

Looking After Yourself
If you are struggling with your own grief you 
may feel you don’t want your young person to 
know. Young people can sense when something 
is wrong, even if it is not spoken. If they observe 
adults not sharing their feelings, they may learn 
it is not ok to share theirs. If they have little 
or no honest and clear information, they may 
withdraw from the family, and seek information 
and support from other sources, which may not 
be helpful. 

It is important to support your young person 
through the grieving process by listening, 
encouraging them to share their feelings and 
memories, and to ask you any questions they 
may have. However, in order to do this, it is 
essential that you look after yourself too. 

Grieving can challenge us emotionally, 
physically, spiritually, mentally, practically, 
financially and can impact our lives in so many 
ways. That is why it is important to be kind to 
yourself, look after your body and mind and 
don’t expect too much of yourself or others. 

Everyone can experience 
grief after someone 
important to them dies. Just 
like adults, young people 
can experience shock, 
denial, anger, pain, despair, 
yearning and guilt - but 
they may not be able to        
communicate their thoughts 
and feelings verbally.
Adults often describe grief as being in 
a fast-flowing river or wading upstream, 
and it can feel all encompassing. Whilst 
younger children will ‘puddle jump’ in 
and out of their grief to help them to 
cope with the intensity of their feelings, 
young people may feel their grief as 
all encompassing, like an adult, but be 
unable to jump in and out like children. 
Young people are experiencing huge 
developmental changes and their 
responses to the death of a loved one are 
likely to be intense – yet they may not 
have the emotional maturity to express 
the big emotions that can come with grief 
and have not yet developed resilience 
through life experience to bear those 
feelings. It might look like a young person 
is grieving in a similar to the way adults 
around them, but they are not adults.
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Grief is a personal experience, but it’s not one that you have 
to go through alone.

To find out more about the information in this leaflet, or our service, please 
feel free to contact the Bereavement Service team on
t: 01902 774 570 or email bereavement@comptoncare.org.uk

Additional information can also be found on our website
comptoncare.org.uk


