Sibling Bereavement: Helping Children Cope
With Loss

Losing a loved one is an incredibly painful experience, and when it's a sibling, the
impact can be even more profound. Sibling bereavement is a unique form of grief
that requires special attention and support. In this article, we will explore the
various ways in which you can help children cope with the loss of a sibling and

provide them with the guidance they need to navigate through this difficult time.

Understanding Sibling Bereavement

Sibling relationships are often among the longest-lasting relationships an
individual will experience throughout their life. They are our closest companions,
confidants, and playmates. Losing a sibling can result in an overwhelming sense
of sadness, confusion, and loneliness. Children may struggle to comprehend the
finality of death and may feel a range of emotions including guilt, anger, and

resentment.

It is important to acknowledge and validate the unique grief experienced by
children who have lost a sibling. By offering support and creating an environment
in which they can express their emotions, we can help them navigate through

their grief and foster healthy coping mechanisms.
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Creating a Safe Space for Grief

When a child loses a sibling, it is crucial to create a safe space for them to
process their emotions. Encourage open communication and provide
opportunities for them to share their feelings, memories, and concerns. Allow

them to ask questions about death and provide age-appropriate, honest answers.

Remember that each child grieves differently and at their own pace. Some may
want to talk about their sibling incessantly, while others may prefer quieter, more
introspective activities. Respect their individual needs and provide them with the

necessary space to honor their sibling's memory.

Seeking Professional Support

While providing a supportive environment is essential, it may not be enough to
fully address the complex emotional needs of a child grieving the loss of a sibling.
Consider seeking professional help such as counseling or therapy. These
professionals can offer guidance and support, tailored specifically to the child's

needs.

Therapy can provide a safe space for the child to express their emotions and
work through their grief. It can help them develop coping strategies, manage their
emotions, and build resilience. Additionally, therapy can provide a support
network for the child and their family, enabling them to heal and move forward

together.
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Keeping Memories Alive

Remembering and celebrating the life of the deceased sibling is an important part
of the healing process. Encourage the child to share stories, write letters, or
create a memory box filled with mementos. These activities allow the child to

maintain a connection with their sibling and keep their memory alive.

Furthermore, consider incorporating rituals and traditions that honor the sibling's
memory into daily life. Lighting a candle, visiting their grave or a special place, or
participating in an activity that was important to the sibling can help the child feel

a sense of continuation and connection.

Supporting Siblings After Loss

When one sibling passes away, the surviving siblings also grapple with grief and
loss. It is vital to support them in their journey and give them space to express
their emotions. Encourage open communication and provide opportunities for
them to share their feelings. Help them understand that their grief is valid and that

it's okay to grieve in their own way.

Consider involving the surviving siblings in activities and rituals that celebrate the
life of their departed sibling. This can foster a sense of togetherness and comfort,
despite the absence of their loved one. It is also important to address any feelings
of guilt or responsibility the surviving siblings may have and assure them that the

loss was not their fault.

Sibling bereavement is an emotionally challenging experience for children, but
with the right support and understanding, they can find healthy ways to cope with
their loss. By creating a safe space for grief, seeking professional support,

keeping memories alive, and supporting the surviving siblings, we can provide the



necessary tools for children to navigate through the grieving process and

eventually find healing and hope.
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The emotional effect of losing a brother or sister can result in severe trauma for a
child. Many children find it difficult to mourn a lost sibling, and parents can have a

hard time helping their children while they themselves are mourning.

Written from personal experience, this book insists that there is no ‘right’ way for
parents to behave towards surviving children. It looks at the many and various
effects of sibling bereavement as it bears upon the whole family: the
repercussions of lack of support; surviving children who act as comforters to their
parents; guilt; projections of anger; unresolved conflicts; consequent family

relationships; and children who can’t or won’t mourn.

The author uses real-life case studies to illustrate her points, and clarification of
the issues involved is provided throughout by the views of an experienced
psychologist who has worked with disturbed children. While remaining non-

prescriptive, the book is a guide to achieving a ‘healthy’ mourning process,
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enabling individuals to move forward, even though life can never be the same

again.

Ann Farrant is a freelance journalist, writer and researcher. She has worked in
many branches of the media — newspaper, magazines and BBC Television. In the
1970s she was a founder member of Cruse Bereavement Care in Norwich; she

has also worked as a volunteer fund-raiser for the children’s charity UNICEF.
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