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Introduction for adults 

D uring the Coronavirus period our children and 
young people will be more likely than usual to face 
the death of someone they know through the 

effects of the coronavirus (COVID-19).  

There are factors about deaths from the coronavirus that 
can make it even more difficult than usual to talk about. For 
example, it will be harder to explain to a child why 
someone has died, when perhaps someone else with 
similar symptoms didn’t.  It may also feel harder to assure 
children that other people they know won’t die yet.  
However, it is important that you can have conversations 
with your child about coronavirus – not talking about 
something can sometimes make children worry more.*    

This guidance is designed for children and young people to 
read through with an adult. At the end of this booklet there 
is additional guidance for adults about how to tell a child 
when someone has died, as well as guidance about what 
children understand about death and dying at different 
ages and how they are likely to react. There are also links to 
other resources which might be helpful. 

Please see page 18 for “Advice on telling a child when someone 
has died” and page 23 for our contact details. 

* For more about the situation being different with a coronavirus-related bereavement and complicating 
factors such as schools being closed and grieving in isolation, please see ‘Coronavirus related critical 
incident support in schools’ (Bi-Borough Educational Psychology Consultation Service April 2020) 
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When someone close to you dies 
 

P eople die for many different reasons, 
but most people die when they get old. 
Sometimes people have an illness 

where doctors cannot make them better and it 
causes them to die. For some people, 
especially older people and people who are 
already sick, coronavirus can be this type of 
illness. The doctors and nurses will have done 
everything they could to help them, but the 
illness became too strong and their body could 
not get better.  

When someone who you know very well dies it can cause many 
different feelings. You may feel great sadness but also you may 
feel confused and worried. People don’t talk about death very 
often which makes it harder to understand. Talking with our 
friends and family can be one of the most helpful ways to cope 
after someone close to us dies. 

We have written this booklet to tell you about the feelings you 
might have when someone dies and to help you understand your 
feelings. It also tells you who might be able to help you with 
these feelings. You might want to read this booklet with someone 
you know well so that you can talk about it together.  

Adapted from / with reference to:  
- https://www.winstonswish.org, including their Coronavirus March 2020 advice  
- When someone dies (Marie Curie June 2019)  
- What on earth do you do when someone dies? (Trevor Romain, 1999) 
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What does dying mean? 

W e know that all living things will die one day. Flowers, 
trees, bees, animals and people all die eventually. 
Sometimes, someone will die before they are old 

from a bad illness.  

When someone dies, life leaves their body and their body stops 
working. They are no longer able to do the things they could do 
when they were alive, such as move, think, talk, hug or play. The 
person’s heart stops beating, their lungs stop breathing and their 
brain stops thinking, and so they die. When people die of 
coronavirus it is usually because their lungs stop being able to 
breathe properly. When someone dies, they can’t be brought back 
to life. But what is special about the person, their spirit and the 
memories we have of them - these will last forever.  
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Feelings you might have when 
someone dies 

W hen someone you love dies, your feelings get all 
stirred up. You might be full of tears, anger, worry 
and hurt. You may feel sad or unhappy because you 

miss the person who has died and things in your life have 
changed. The feelings you have after someone has died are 
sometimes called feelings of grief. Grief is the deepest sadness a 
person can feel.  

How you feel might 
change. It’s okay to feel 
really sad and it’s okay 
if you want to cry. You 
don’t have to hide how 
you feel or put on a 
‘brave face’. Crying can 
make you feel better, it 
helps you set your 
feelings free. It’s also 
okay if you suddenly feel 
happy again for a while and want to have fun. It is important that 
you try to find time to relax and play.  

You might have angry feelings or feel annoyed and be in a bad 
mood more often than usual, thinking thoughts like ‘this is so 
unfair’ and ‘why did this happen to me?’ You might feel angry 
because you feel like the person who has died has left you 
behind. When you feel this way, you might yell at people or say 
things to hurt them.   
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You might feel worried. If the person who died looked after you, 
you may worry about who will look after you now. Or you may 
feel very worried that some of the older people in your family or 
people who sometimes get poorly might die too. If you are 
feeling worried or anxious about coronavirus or your future, talk 
to an adult who listens and understands.  

You will probably notice that other adults who are close to you 
are very upset or sad. You might be worried that you will make 
them feel more upset if you talk about the person who has died. 
It’s hard to see adults cry but remember, it’s not you that’s 
making them upset but the sad situation. It always helps to talk 
about difficult feelings and crying lets our feelings free, no matter 
what age we are! 
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You may feel lonely. You might miss the things you did with the 
person or miss the things you talked about together. 

It can be hard to understand why someone has died. You might 
feel confused. This may make you want to spend more time on 
your own and you may sometimes wish everyone would just go 
away. Or you might want to spend more time with other people. 
Sometimes it’s fine to be alone but try not to spend too much 
time by yourself. Part of you needs people more than ever. 

All these feelings when someone has died are normal. Some 
feelings might last for a short time and some might last for a long 
time. Most of them will go away after a while. There is no right or 
wrong way to feel or react when someone dies. Everyone reacts 
in a different way. However you feel is okay. 
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Things you might notice which happen 
to your body when someone dies 

W hen someone close to you dies it can be a big shock. 
Your body and how you start to behave might feel 

different to normal. You might have lots of energy and find it 
hard to sit still.  

Your mind and body are 
working really hard to deal 
with what has happened. You 
may find it harder to fall 
asleep or you may keep 
waking up in the night. Or 
you might sleep more than 
you usually do or find it 
harder to wake up in the 
morning. Try to keep to your normal sleep routine and keep 
going to bed at the same time every night. Try not to worry, this 
might not last for long but if problems with your sleep carry on, 
your doctor (GP) may be able to help. 

When your mind and body have had a shock and you feel very 
sad it can change your appetite. You might not feel like eating or 
you might want to eat more than usual. It’s okay to treat yourself 
but try to make sure you eat plenty of healthy foods. Fruits, 
vegetables and foods with protein in them like fish, milk, nuts 
and eggs. And drink lots of water. This will give you more energy 
and might make you feel better.  
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How we can remember the person 
who died 

What happens to the person’s body? 

P eople all over the world take care of their dead in 
different ways. The body is often placed in a coffin 
or casket which are chests to bury or cremate 

someone in.  

Cremation is when the body is burned in very high heat. 
After cremation, only ashes remain. Being burned or 
buried may sound terrible but the person who died can’t 
feel these things when they happen. The ashes can be kept 
at home in a special vase called an urn or buried in the 
ground or scattered in a place that was loved by the person 
who died.  
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Funerals 

S ome families hold a ceremony called a funeral which 
you may want to go to. At a funeral, people 
sometimes sing songs, or people may pray together 

or may talk about and remember the person who died. It is 
a way to say a final goodbye to the person who has died.  

Funerals can make people feel like crying and smiling at the 
same time. You may miss the person who died but you may 
also think about the good times you had together. Lots of 
people will be sad and it can be hard to see adults cry. You 
could speak to your family, carer or friends about what may 
happen at the funeral.  

Because of coronavirus we all 
have to make sure that people 
keep safe and stay at home 
when they can. At the 
moment, only a small number 
of people are allowed to go to 
a funeral, so you may have to 
say goodbye to the person 
who has died in a different 
way. 
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Other things you can do to remember the 
person who died 

Y ou can do many things to help you remember the 
person who died in your own special way. For 
example, you can:  

✦Hold or look at a special object that belonged to them. 
✦Visit a place you used to go to together.  
✦Listen to some of their favourite music. 
✦Watch their favourite film. 
✦Eat their favourite meal. 
✦Someone might be able to help you plant bulbs or a small       
tree to remember them. 
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Other things you can do to remember the 
person who died 

S ome children like to put together a Memory Box. Inside the 
box they put lots of things which are reminders of the 
person who has died, or which belonged to them. You can 

put in things like photos or a birthday card they sent you, 
jewellery or a scarf, their aftershave or perfume.  

You can also write down your 
memories of the person who 
has died on small pieces of 
paper which can be put in a 
Memory Jar. Whenever you 
feel like it or when you 
suddenly remember 
something you can write 
down your memory or ask 
someone to write it for you. Later you can pull out a memory 
and read it to help you keep your memories of the person alive. 
Sometimes it helps to say out loud ‘I love you and miss you.’ 

You might also want to ask 
a family member to tell 
you stories about the 
person who has died, 
funny things they said or 
things they did before you 
were born.  
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Other ways in which things might be 
different during the coronavirus 
period 

Y ou might feel upset because you weren’t allowed to visit 
the person who died in hospital. Other people in your 
family will be feeling sad because of this too. 

If you can’t go to the funeral, you may want to write a goodbye 
letter or card, or give a toy or flower or drawing which can be 
put with the body or the flowers at the funeral. You might like to 
write something which can be read out at the funeral. It doesn’t 
matter what you choose as long as it is something that helps you 
feel better or more peaceful inside. 

If you couldn’t go to the funeral but you wanted to, then 
someone may have filmed it and you may be able to watch it.  
This may help you to feel that you have said goodbye to the 
person who died. Someone may have taken some photographs 
which you can look at.  

Some people are planning to hold memorial services at a later 
time for people who die during the coronavirus period. A 
memorial service can be a good way of remembering all the good 
things about a person and happy memories of their 
life. You can help think of ways to remember the 
person who has died and to celebrate their life. You 
will be able to go to the memorial service and you 
may be able to choose a piece of music, 
select a poem, or suggest flowers. 
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Talking about the person who died 

Y ou might find it hard to talk about the person who 
has died. After a while it could start to feel even 
harder to talk about the person. You don’t have to 

talk about them if you don’t want to. But it may help you 
feel better if you do talk about them. Speaking to your 
family members, carer or friends may make you feel better. 
They may be able to answer any questions you have and 
help you to understand more about what happened.  
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Those around you who can help and 
support you 
 

W hen someone you love 
dies, your life is 
different than before. It 

might feel emptier and hard to 
accept the changes. At times like 
these we need friends and family 
even more than ever. Let them help 
you. Talk to someone who will 
understand. If you speak to them 
about how you are feeling, this 
might make you feel better.  

Your family doctor (GP) can also help you. They may ask 
you if you would like to talk to a person called a counsellor 
who is someone specially trained to help you talk about 
your feelings. Speaking to a counsellor might make you feel 
better. They can help you to understand your feelings.  

As time goes by, you’ll begin to feel less worried, sad, 
angry, confused and lonely. It may not seem possible but 
it’s true. The grief and sadness do not go away, but your life 
will start to grow around it. Gradually new and different 
memories will be created to sit alongside the sad memories.   
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T here are lots of charities and organisations that can 
offer support. Here are four which can support 
children and their families when someone dies: 

Child Bereavement UK - https://childbereavementuk.org/ 

CRUSE - https://www.cruse.org.uk 

Grief Encounter - https://www.griefencounter.org.uk/ 

Winston’s Wish - https://www.winstonswish.org 
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For grown-ups – advice for telling a 
child when someone has died 

W hen talking to a child about the death of someone 
close, the language you use and the child’s level of 
understanding and need for information, will vary 
according to their age and developmental stage and 

the specific cause of the death. However, the child’s basic needs 
will always remain the same. 

Although coronavirus is a shocking new situation, the general 
guidance on talking to children about the death of someone 
close below holds true: 

• Use simple, direct language appropriate to the child’s level of 
understanding. 

• Use the terms ‘died’, ‘dead’, and ‘death’ – euphemisms such as 
‘we’ve lost Nan’, ‘Grandad’s passed away’, or ‘Grandma has gone 
to another place’ are confusing.  

• Keep children informed about what has happened and what will 
happen (e.g. about the funeral). 

• Always check how much they have understood. 
• Repeat explanations more than once. 
• Answer questions openly. If you don’t know an answer, say you 

will find out and let them know. If you feel the answer is too 
difficult for them to hear, explain that honestly. 

• Reassure them that they are not to blame. 
• Allow and encourage the safe sharing of feelings and thoughts. 
• Take time to listen to their feelings, worries, memories. 
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H ere is information for adults about how children of 
different ages understand what death and dying means 
and how they are likely to react to the death of 
someone close to them.  

0-2 years: 

• Change is likely to produce distress. 
• Children have little or no language but will have a sense of loss. 
• They are likely to notice the effect on the family. 
• Constant figures in the child’s life will be more significant. 
• Adults need to keep memories to help the child remember.  
• Any outcomes will usually be later in life. 

3- 7 years: 

• Their world is centred around the family. The child can now 
keep the adult in mind.  

• They may ask factual questions: “Where has grandma gone?” 
They need answers/facts in a literal way: “I have some very sad 
news that Gran has died”, not “gone to sleep”. 

• They have a limited concept of ‘gone’, although some 
understanding of the components of death: “When are we going 
to see daddy again?” They can be shown the difference between 
dead and alive - “Are the leaves dead?”  

• They may have a literal view of the world: “Can we phone daddy 
in heaven?”  

• There may be magical or imaginative thinking: “I am going to 
heaven to get mummy back”.  

• They usually express themselves through play, having a limited 
vocabulary. Play is their work; they will soon get back to play. 

• They usually only tolerate a certain level of pain: “Why is 
everyone still so sad?”  
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• Their understanding of other people’s feelings is usually 
limited: “Why is everyone crying?”  

• Their reactions are likely to be body centred, for example 
bedwetting, tummy ache, tantrums. They may well have vivid 
dreams and nightmares.  

• Separating from their significant carers will probably be more 
difficult: “I don’t want to go to school today”. There is usually a 
greater need for a secure base and routine. 

8 – 11 years: 

• There may be some of the above that still applies. 
• They usually have a more mature concept of death: they will 

understand about bodies, coffins, death having a cause and the 
irreversibility.  

• They will be able to discuss more. They may ask more difficult 
questions: “Why did God take daddy?”  

• They may find it difficult to express their feelings.  
• They are likely to be more aware of other people’s feelings.  
• Play may well become more difficult.  
• They will usually be propelled into adulthood and try and live 

up to expectations of being grown-up.  
• Sometimes, there is a role reversal and they become the 

carers.  Friends/school/teachers will feature more largely than 
in previous years. However, they can revert to infantile 
behaviour at times: bedwetting, tantrums.  

• They will escape more than adults; they can only bear so much 
pain. Children usually have fewer opportunities to express 
themselves: they are likely to feel more vulnerable and 
anxious. They may have vivid dreams, nightmares, and things 
that were previously manageable become more worrying: the 
dark, the news.  
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• Children still use their bodies to express reactions such as 
refusing to go to school, bullying, illness. They need 
understanding and should not be dismissed, put down or told 
their thinking is silly. 

11 – 15 years: 

• This age group have a greater realisation of what is lost and 
gone forever.  

• They are more likely to compare before and after. 
• Young people may be able to express their grief more directly 

than through bodily reaction.  
• Adolescents don’t like to feel different, yet there are usually 

few others in the same situation: it is likely they will feel alone 
and lonely.  

• Friends and school are very important; they usually spend 
more time away from the family. They contest boundaries.  

• It may be difficult to find space to grieve: their friends do not 
want to dwell on grief, home is difficult.  

• They may well dip in and out of grief: this may range from 
being uncaring and heartless to overprotective and over-
caring.  

• Young people often want to be more private and need 
encouragement to share.  

• Play is still important to express themselves and externalise 
feelings.  

• A secure base can be vital.  

*from www.griefencounter.org.uk 
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More information 

M ore information about talking to children about death 
can be found here: 

Supporting children through Coronavirus – Winston’s Wish 
https://www.winstonswish.org/coronavirus/ 
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Contact our service 

The Educational Psychologist Consultation Service (EPCS) 
is available for advice, guidance and support, through a 
child’s school SENCo contacting their link EP in the first 
instance, or a senior management team member. 

Senior Management Team: 

Jeremy Monsen (Principal EP) 
Email: jeremy.monsen@rbkc.gov.uk 

Helen Kerslake (Assistant Principal EP, service Lead for Critical 
Incidents & Lead for CI in RBKC) 
Email: helen.kerslake@rbkc.gov.uk 

Jane Roller (Senior EP and joint Lead with Helen Kerslake for Grenfell 
response) 
Email: jane.roller@rbkc.gov.uk  

Sam Habal (Senior EP and Lead for CI in WCC) 
Email: shabal@westminster.gov.uk 

Sara Darchicourt (Senior EP and Lead for supporting children with 
Autism and CI) 
Email: sara.darchicourt@rbkc.gov.uk  

 
Business Support: 

Julie Emery (Business Support Manager) 
Mobile: 07590807846| Email: julie.emery@rbkc.gov.uk 
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