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FOREWORD
Your child has died. It is hard to imagine a greater sorrow. We know how lost for
words you are. On one hand, you are as alone as you can ever be. On the other hand,
you are part of a significant, shared experience of humanity. The devastation can
feel crushing. Yet in the future – which you may not believe now – you will find that
your grief has become a very meaningful part of your life.
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How long will this last? How long will I last? Am I going crazy? The bereaved person
will have many questions, which they are entitled to. Nobody should answer them
lightly. How you will grieve, how long you will grieve, where and when you will grieve,
will depend on you and your earlier life. Grieving – your grieving – will take its time.

”

This leaflet contains information on grief and different ways
Grieving
of grieving from different family members’ points-of-view. It
– your grieving –
looks at ways to alleviate pain
will take its time.
after the loss of a child. The
content has been written from
a peer point-of-view, with bereaved parents participating in the writing. When we talk about losing a child, we
mean loss of a child through death.

We want to emphasise that grief and the level of support that a family needs are
very personal. Each person’s grief is unique, depending on their background, earlier
experiences, and culture. Emotions and reactions can vary in ways and speed. There
is no right way to grieve or to support a grieving person.
Losing your child is one of the most devastating experiences of human life. It will
break a parent’s heart, no matter how old the child was. In the event of stillbirth, we
face a paradox of life and death: how can somebody be dead before they are born?
The relationship between a parent and child is not over when the child becomes of
age, and the loss of an adult child can still cause tremendous pain.

GRIEVING PARENTS
Everyone’s grief is different
Each grief is unique. There is no right or wrong way to grieve. Family members will
process their grief at different speeds and in different ways, although the death of
a child is a shared experience. It would be impossible and unnecessary to compile a
comprehensive list of emotions and reactions that grief can elicit, because grieving
is a very personal process. The strength and duration of emotions and reactions will
vary greatly. One person may find it almost impossible to get on with life, while another may deal with grief more easily than they would have thought.
Everyone expresses grief differently. Some parents react strongly. Some people will
yell, some will cry, some are silent. Crying is your body’s way of expressing anguish
when you are at a loss for words. It may help you feel better, but some of us may
find it difficult to cry. The way we express grief is not an indication of how strongly
we grieve.

{

{

”Having been touched by death, there was no past, no future, only the present in which I found myself. The concept of forward no longer existed. I saw
people speaking but didn’t hear what they were saying. I nodded even if
I didn’t understand. Physically I was present, but the breath of death took
something with it. It took me. It cast me into the other side of consciousness,
into a liminal space of some kind.” (TERESA LAINE-PUHAKAINEN: LIIAN LYHYT
ELÄMÄ. KIRJA SURUSTA JA HILJAISUUDESTA.)
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Different emotions and reactions following
the death of a child
The immediate reaction to the loss of a child is usually shock. The loss can be so
great that it is hard to accept. We will find it hard to believe: ‘This can’t be true,’ many
of us will think. The loss can feel surreal, and the parent may try to deny it by suffocating their emotions. They may be completely numb and their behavior can seem
almost emotionless to an outsider.

HER CHILD

{

{

”My life felt very empty after the funeral. I lived in a fog, and at nights when
the others had gone to sleep, I broke down and cried. My own life sort of
stopped and the rest of the world went on. Sometimes it felt unreal, like I was
watching other people’s everyday lives through a glass.” – MOTHER WHO LOST

The loss of a child can be a frightening experience. The parent may have feared for
the death of the child beforehand, seen a child die, given birth to a dead baby, or
found a child dead. Our worst fear, the death of our own child, has been realised.

After the death of a child, the parent may feel anxious, helpless, edgy or tearful. You
may feel like a part of you is gone. Everything may seem meaningless, and you may
struggle with ordinary things. You can only think about life for short stretches at a
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time. The parent may feel like they are watching everything from the outside. We
may find it hard to function, and struggle with loss of memory and lack of concentration. Some may even have suicidal thoughts. The fear of loss of self-control and
mental health may also be present.

”

Grief can cause physical symptoms.
Grief can
Different aches and pains and troubles with sleeping may follow you
cause physical
for a long time after the loss. Some
symptoms.
people may try to manage how they
feel through alcohol or recreational
drugs. The parent will miss their child
enormously. They may feel more alone than ever, even if they have people to support
them. The feeling of loneliness may drive you to isolate yourself from other people
and the world.

{

{

”My life stopped at this point and what started was a chaotic period of grief
that felt endless, despair, sleeplessness, paralysations, breakdowns and
forcefully getting through everyday life.” – FATHER WHO LOST HIS CHILD

Parents will often have needless feelings of guilt after the loss of a child. The parent
may blame themselves for their inability to prevent the child’s death, or for not being
present at the time of death. They may also feel guilty for the cause of death, illness,
or how actively their participated in the treatment of the child. They will often wonder if they should have done something or not have done something to prevent the
child’s death.

Surviving your child or the way you grieve may also cause feelings of guilt. The parent
may blame themselves for not loving their child enough, and think that that caused
the child’s death. On the other hand, brief moments of joy after the loss of a child can
also cause guilt. Relief, joy and peace over the fact that death ended the child’s suffering can be a difficult feeling, even if the parents feel grateful for their time together. Feelings of guilt and processing them are a natural part of the
grieving process. Guilt is a strong
Parents will often
emotion, and nobody else except
have needless
ourselves can release us from it.

”

feelings of guilt
after the loss of
a child.

When a child dies, our sense of
justice and meaningfulness of life
are tested. The parent may feel
shame and think that they have
failed as a parent. They may feel
extreme anger and behave aggressively, sometimes even violently. They may blame
not only themselves but also other people present at the time of death, the medical
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personnel, or God. Family members may blame each other. The anger can also be
faceless and difficult to focus or express. For the sake of the parents’ well-being, it is
important to process this anger. You may also feel envy or resentment. You may envy
other people’s children, or pregnant women.
The parent may have illogical thoughts, fantasies or delusions. Sometimes our traumas are so disruptive that we keep reliving them in the present. The parent may
hear their child cry or imagine the child present. The child and memories of the child
will follow us into our dreams. Dreaming of the child can feel comforting, but if the
dreams become repetitive, they may turn into disruptive nightmares that cause anxiety. If this happens, you should seek professional help.

”

Grief comes in waves. At times, it will affect your life greatly, other times the pain
Grief comes
will ease. At first life can feel extremely
in waves.
hard and there seems to be no light at the
end of the tunnel. Where once was someone we loved, now there is only emptiness
and grief. The grief can be almost paralyzing and life will feel hard. Daily tasks can be
difficult to manage. As time goes on, good moments will become more and they last
longer. Still, sometimes grief catches us unawares after a long period of time, when
something triggers our memory of the child.

What could help you with grief?
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Every parent processes the death of a child and the subsequent sorrow differently. There is no right or wrong way to relieve grief. Everyone finds comfort in different things, and those things can vary depending on the situation. The same coping
mechanisms will not necessarily comfort you every time. Some may process their
thoughts through writing; others prefer to stay physically active. Some will want to
talk about their feelings; others will want to be alone.
Managing your emotions through art, exercise or other physical activities can be
helpful. Some will find comfort in outdoor exercise, others in music. Praying, participating in religious activities and hope of reunion may be central to the coping of the
parent. Some parents will look up information on the causes that led to the child’s
death, others will look for meaning for what has happened.
Rituals related to death are an important means to deal with grief. Preparing the
child’s funeral may motivate the parent to temporarily ‘pull themselves together’.
Although distressing to make, the funeral arrangements can give you a reason to
carry on. The funeral is the last important celebration of the child. A parent’s bond
with their child won’t end in death. Many parents find comfort in the fact that their
relationship with their child endures through memories, although some parents may

also avoid them. At first, it may seem like you can’t remember anything. The memories may be related to certain events, places, objects, photographs, anniversaries,
visits to the grave, and so on.

LOST HER CHILD

”

{

{

”One moment and breath at a time, moving on slowly. Walking in the silence
of nature was therapeutic. Even though I didn’t initially have the energy to
enjoy the miracles of nature or its beauty, it was still healing.” – MOTHER WHO

Parents will often find
comfort in grieving toEveryone finds comfort
gether and sharing their
in different things, and
feelings with other family members. The practical
those things can vary
and emotional support of
depending on the
friends and co-workers
situation.
can also be comforting.
For many parents it can
be helpful to share their
thoughts and emotions in peer support groups with others who have gone through
the same things and thus have a language in common with you. Meeting with a personal peer helper can help you regain your faith in the future. Knowing that there are
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others who have experienced the same things can be helpful.
Little by little, the parent will learn to live without their child. Although the parent will
miss their child and never forget them, the pain caused by the child’s death will ease
over time. You will slowly feel better, and the good moments in your life will increase.
Life can actually feel good, once some time has passed. Nevertheless, death can feel
unfair. As a bereaved person, you have to accept that grief will take its time before
you can rebuild your life with new meaning and purpose.

{

{

”After the death of my daughter, I wanted to do as much for her as I could
as a father. For a father, concrete actions are important. The desire to show
love. How can I show it when the child is dead? I had to do the things that
were available. We drove the coffin to the chapel ourselves. We carried the
coffin into the church and away. We even wanted to fill the grave ourselves
with a shovel. These were displays of a father’s love for his child: a way to
unload some of the infinite grief.” – FATHER WHO LOST HIS CHILD

10

Going through the event with medical professionals is important. If you don’t have
the strength to look for support, ask your friends and family to help you. It is important for your mental health to deal with the crisis properly. Don’t be afraid to look
for professional help. Professionals can be extremely helpful because they are outsiders in your grief. They can address issues when the situation of
the bereaved person starts to look
Grief will change
worrying. When talking to a professional helper, the parent can be
your relationship
sure that they will not have to be
to mortality, life
the one comforting their listener.
and future.
You can find professional help at
maternity clinics, healthcare centres, crisis centres, health care offices, or turn to diaconal workers and private psychotherapists. Your maternity clinic,
healthcare centre or occupational health care provider can guide you further.

”

{

{

“Professional help gives you the feeling that the society won’t abandon you,
while peer support makes you feel like you’re not the only one that this has
happened to. A person who has gone through the same thing really understands you.” – MOTHER WHO LOST HER CHILD

Grief is a profound force of change
The death of a child will turn everything upside down. The parents will think of it as
a watershed, splitting life into before and after the child’s death. It is an irreversible change with positives and negatives. Some changes are temporary, others are
permanent.
Grief is all-encompassing and it forces you to consider life profoundly. People will
typically try to find meaning in the child’s death. Questions of why are common, although you may never find an answer. The death of a child may change a parent’s
worldview or concept of human nature. Previously held values may be strengthened
or change completely.
Grief will change your relationship to mortality, life and future. The bereaved person
will have to reconsider who they are. Not only are you a parent, you are also the parent of a dead child. As time goes on, the parent may feel stronger and more compassionate than before. Your grief may have helped you understand yourself better and
made you more aware of the limits of life. The loss of a child can change the family’s
relationship to others – some people may feel distant in grief, while others will feel
close. Your relationships with friends and relatives may change in surprising ways.

{

{

“There is no mourning period, there’s only time. You shouldn’t try to get rid of
grief, you’ll just have to live with it. Sometimes it brings you to your knees and
sometimes makes you weep from memories. Still, I can say now that I’m living
and even happy. I have learned that even if I say it aloud, it won’t erase my
grief or my longing for my son.” – MOTHER WHO LOST HER CHILD
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{

{

The death of a child affects family relationships

“The ‘me’ without the grief for my lost child no longer exists. My other children
without the grief for their older brother no longer exist. The father without the
grief for his firstborn no longer exists. As a family, we are a grieving family.
We’re missing a crucial part and it has been replaced by grief that we never
wanted.” – MOTHER WHO LOST HER CHILD

The death of a child is an acute crisis that threatens the balance of the entire family.
There may be a sense of isolation in the family. The family structure will change –
there is a void in place of the child. The loss can remind the family members of previous distressing events, as the loss will bring to surface previously undealt issues.

”

If there are other children in the
family, your relationship with
The death of a
them may grow tense. You may
fear you will lose them too, and
child is an acute
this can cause you to become
crisis that threatens
overprotective. You may also
the balance of the
show your children more love
than before. Your relationship
entire family.
with your other children may
have already changed if the
dead child suffered from a prolonged illness. The parent will often feel guilty for not being interested in the affairs
of the surviving children. The parent may not be able to find joy in the living children,
although taking care of them is another reason to carry on with life. Perhaps you
won’t have the strength to look after your children when you are grieving, which can
lead to neglect. If this happens, it is important to find outside help.
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”

The death of a child will
always affect the relaEven though the
tionship between parents,
regardless of the family
parents are grieving
type. You may try to shield
for the same child,
your partner by hiding
their grief will be
your emotions and leaving things unsaid. It is easy
different and unique.
to blame the death of a
child on someone close to
you. The biological parent
may not have lived with the child. Your partner may not be the dead child’s biological parent. Nevertheless, the child’s death will affect everyone. Earlier crises in the

relationship may resurface. Your partner may have different needs with intimacy
after the death of a child, and you can’t always reconcile them.
The loss of a child can also bring the parents closer. The parents will share the grief
of losing this particular child. Even though the parents are grieving for the same child,
their grief will be different and unique. The parents will often express grief differently,
and the expression of grief is not always gender-specific. The differences in grieving can cause conflict and misunderstandings. The best-case scenario is when the
parents take turns supporting each other when one of them is feeling down and the
other is feeling slightly better. Open conversation can help the parents understand
each other’s thoughts and emotions. There is nothing wrong with grieving differently, if the parents can respect one another’s ways of grieving.
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THE GRIEF OF A SIBLING
The death of a child will affect the whole family and the siblings uniquely. Each sibling will deal with the loss differently depending on their stage of psychosocial development. It is often said that the
first year is the worst for the bereaved, but a sibling can feel bad
The sibling’s
even after several years. The grief
grief may be
may encompass anger, fear, bitterness, guilt and longing. These feelovershadowed
ings are normal. The sibling may
by the grief of
feel like they caused the death with
the parents.
their thoughts or actions, or that
they should have been able to prevent the death.

”

Siblings have a right to grieve
A sibling may feel that, unlike their parents, they have no right to grieve. The sibling’s
grief may be overshadowed by the grief of the parents. People near the family may
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ask the sibling how their parents are doing and ignore the sibling. The sibling may
compare their grief to that of their parent: ‘My parents have lost a child, I have only
lost a sibling. I have no right to grieve.’ However, the sibling’s grief is just as true and
justified as that of the parents. Often the grief of the sibling will only surface a little
later when they allow themselves to mourn.
It is typical of siblings of all ages to want to protect their parents from grief. A small
child may try to appear strong and not talk about their dead sibling so as not to
cause their parents pain. They may feel guilty for making their parent cry when talking about their sibling. A young adult may tell others that they’re fine, even though
the young adult is dealing with emotions they may have never dealt with before. The
young adult will worry about others and take responsibility for practical arrangements, not wanting to burden their parents.

SADINMÄKI: SURU)

{

{

”I have two images in my head, one of you laughing and one of you in a
coffin, and I can’t connect the dots between them. I don’t understand what
has happened for laughter to turn into a coffin. I can’t see it. I just can’t. I
can only see that you’re no longer here, not there, nowhere. You’re not there,
shoulderless and small. I am, and a half of me is gone.” (HAUHIO, PAAKKALA,

The sibling may also hide behind laughter and smiles. It may appear that the sibling is doing fine, when the reality is completely different. The sibling may try to
mask with laughter the things they can’t talk about. It is important for the parents to
acknowledge the sibling’s
grief and ask them how
they are feeling, even after
a long period of time.
It is important for

”

the parents to

It isn’t always easy to talk
acknowledge the
about grief. Perhaps the
sibling’s grief and ask
family has not talked much
about their emotions. It can
them how they are
be difficult to change your
feeling, even after a
behaviour in the middle of a
long period of time.
crisis. Sometimes it is easier to talk when you’re going
through the shock than it
is afterwards. Everyone in
the family is grieving, so it can be easier to talk to someone who hasn’t been affected by the death. Grief can temporarily separate and bring family members together.
Adults can help the dead child’s sibling in recognising, expressing and processing
their emotions. Even if a small child was unable to talk about death, they can still
deal with their grief and emotions by drawing and through stories. The sibling has
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the right to grieve and express their emotions, and the sibling should not be left alone
to deal with difficult emotions.

IKÄVISTÄ POHJATTOMIN: SISARUKSEN MENETTÄNEIDEN TARINOITA)

{

{

”I have been close to quitting many times, but I have always found the hope
to live. I have begun to think that I owe my sister this life. My sister’s life was
short, so I will have to show her as much of this life as possible. She didn’t
really get to travel, study or work. I’m not here to do things just for myself, but
also for my sister, who is following me from the clouds.” (JENNA MIETTINEN,

Children and young people need adult support in their grief

Even small babies are capable of experiencing grief and sensing their parents’ emotions. The baby or small child may express grief and longing through changed behaviour – the child may cry more, become apathetic, or refuse to eat. It is important
for the parent to maintain a sense of security in the child’s life, express affection and
hold the child.
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How a child learns to conceptualise death is unique and depends on the child’s previous life experience and cognitive development. A small child may not understand
the finality of death, and may expect the dead person to come back. The child may
look for their dead sibling. Themes of death and sorrow may be present in the child’s
games and drawings. Death will provoke questions and cause confusing emotions
in children, and children will
need help from parents to
process them. Children think
The child should take
in concrete ways, and therefore you should not describe
part in the different
death as sleep or a last
mourning rituals.
journey. By the time a child
turns ten, they have usually reached a mature understanding of death: that death is inevitable; that in death, all bodily functions have
ended; that there is always a cause of death; and that death is irreversible.

”

The child should take part in the different mourning rituals, including the funeral and
memorial service. Seeing the dead person may help the child understand the finality
of death, alleviate fears and keep the child’s imagination in check. You should tell the
child about the importance and progression of the rituals beforehand. Tell the child
what will happen, what the dead person will look like, and where and when the child
can say goodbye. If the child so wishes, they can place a farewell letter, drawing or
a keepsake in the coffin. You may want to let a trusted adult take care of the child
during the funeral. This way, the parents are allowed the time to grieve.

Children born after the death won’t know their dead sister or brother. They won’t
have a personal relationship with the child, and they won’t mourn for the child the
same way as their parents. This may be the case when there is a stillbirth in the family, and the sibling didn’t know they were going to become an older sister or brother. Nevertheless, it is a good idea to talk to the child about the death. The child will
sense the parents’ sorrow and process it in their own way. A child born to the parents
later will wonder if the parents had them to replace the dead sibling. The child can
also feel like an outsider and be angry or sad that they never met the sibling that the
rest of the family knew.
By the time the child reaches preteen years, they will understand that they too will
die. This fact may be frightening, and the child may ponder the limits of life and
meaning of everything. The child may be confused by their own emotions, which can
change rapidly. The child may feel like they are growing fast, and that their peers
are childish and ignorant of life and what really matters. Not only is the child going
through grief, they also have to go through the stages of psychosocial development
and related issues. This development is inevitable, even when grieving. You should
talk to the child about ways of dealing with their emotions.

{

{

”I was thirteen years old when my sister, three years my senior, died.
I had just started upper comprehensive school and it was a major change in my life. My life was supposed to be the life of a teenager with new things, friends, hobbies and homework. Suddenly I was
torn away from all of that. I felt light-years away from my friends. I was
alone. Death had entered my life. Maths, Swedish and English had
turned into lessons in death. I did my homework of death with tears…”
(JENNA MIETTINEN, IKÄVISTÄ POHJATTOMIN: SISARUKSEN MENETTÄNEIDEN
TARINOITA)

The death of a sibling will change a young adult’s life

The death of a sibling will change the life of a young adult permanently. When the
parents are in shock, the adult child will often step up. They may take care of practical matters, such as the funeral arrangements and looking after the family. The adult
child may tell the others that everything is fine. They may feel devastated but will try
to hide it in order not to cause more pain to their parents.
The adult sibling will often lose their closest and longest-standing relationship. They
were meant to share the most of their life with their sibling. For some, the dead sibling has been their best friend, with whom they have shared the joys and sorrows of
life since childhood. Having other siblings won’t lessen the pain. Nobody can replace
the dead sister or brother. Besides grief, the sibling may feel anger, which they may
take out on the rest of the family. The feeling of longing is extreme and distressing.
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The sibling may have to deal with grief alone and start to fear that they will lose
other close people as well. The sibling may not want to get attached to anyone or
enter new relationships for the fear of losing them too. Arguments and other normal
childhood experiences may also trouble them: why did I pick a fight? Why did I think
so rudely about them? I wish
I had spent more time with
them.

”

The sibling may

The sibling may feel like
feel lonely even when
their friends don’t underthey are surrounded
stand them, as they have
not gone through the same
by friends.
experience. The sibling may
feel lonely even when they
are surrounded by friends.
They may feel light years away from their friends. Your life comes to a stop, while
everyone else continues to live around you. Not all friendships will always survive
the crisis.
The sibling’s values and view of life will change with the death. Nothing can be taken
for granted anymore. The experience may strengthen the sibling and help them deal
with other challenges in the future. Their relationship with others may deepen, and
they may value life and relationships more. They will want to make the most of life.
Their memories with other people will become valuable beyond measure. It is important to remember that the grief will never go away, even when the bereaved is an
adult; it will only change shape.

Siblings may want outside support
After the death of a child, the parents are usually overwhelmed. They may not have
the strength to do anything apart from grieving the dead child. The parent is allowed to show and share their grief with the siblings. The child will emulate their
parents’ behaviour. The surviving children may help the parents have faith in future. On the
After the death of
other hand, the parents may be
angry with them – why are you
a child, the parents
alive? The parent may be starare usually
tled by this reaction. If this hapoverwhelmed.
pens, the sibling can also talk
about their grief to other adults.

”

The sibling will need reliable adults and friends who are capable of dealing with extreme emotions and thoughts. The sibling may have trouble accepting help, and their
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friends and family should recognise that the need and willingness to accept help
may vary over time. Even if the sibling strongly rejected any offers of help, they might
still need help. Sometimes it is easier for the sibling to talk to an outsider. Depending
on the age of the sibling, they can
seek help at a maternity clinic,
school health care, student health
care, or occupational health care.
The need and

”

willingness to
accept help may
vary over time.

Siblings of all ages may find comfort in meeting others who have
gone through the same things.
The siblings will want to share
their experience with someone
who knows what it is to lose a sister or brother. They may not have a person like this in their circle of friends. The sibling may feel like nobody understands their loss. Meeting with peers may lessen the
sibling’s sense of alienation. Talking to peers online can be a great source of relief.
Visiting the grave, looking at photographs and remembering the dead person can be
very important moments together for the family and a good way to deal with grief.
Sometimes the sibling won’t want to visit the grave. If this happens, the parents
should ask the sibling why this is. The sibling may have fears they can’t verbalise.
At a certain age, the child may find the visits to the cemetery boring, and they may
want to remember their sibling in other ways. The young adult may prefer to visit the
cemetery alone. Every family has their own way of remembering the dead, and there
is no right or wrong way to do it.

{

{
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”Without my friends I might not be here. Over the years, I have had a few
friends to whom I have repeatedly talked and written about the event, not
withholding any tears. I have also gone through the event in therapy several times, and have always found something new to talk about… I am extremely grateful for everyone I’ve met over the years, no matter how briefly.
Sometimes a few words and a hug are enough to give you the comfort and
strength to carry on.” (JENNA MIETTINEN, IKÄVISTÄ POHJATTOMIN: SISARUKSEN
MENETTÄNEIDEN TARINOITA)

GRIEF OF A GRANDPARENT
A grandparent’s grief is multilayered
The death of a grandchild is a great tragedy to the grandparent. It is intense and
can shake your sense of control. We are used to thinking that the elderly will die first.
When a grandchild dies, it goes against the natural order of things. It can be difficult
for the grandparent to believe that the grandchild died first. The grandparent may
feel guilty for outliving the child and wish that they had died before the grandchild, or
in the child’s place. You may start to think about your own proximity to death.
A grandparent’s grief is multilayered. You are grieving for death of a grandchild,
and the loss that your own child and other grandchildren have gone through. As a
grandparent, you were looking forward to seeing the child grow. It may feel like you
have missed moments
of joy and time together
with the grandchild. You
Earlier losses and
may grieve for your own
mortality, and losing the
moments of grief will
sense of continuity in life.

”

affect the way in which
the grandparent
grieves.

Earlier losses and moments of grief as well
as other challenges that
the grandparent has
gone through will affect
the way in which the grandparent grieves. Perhaps the grandparent already knows
how they will react in grief, which will help them and the grieving parents. Perhaps
the grandparent knows that the pain will pass. On the other hand, being reminded
of earlier losses may feel like a heavy burden. It is important for the grandparent to
have someone to talk to about these earlier losses and the death of a grandchild.

Supporting a family in their grief
The grandparent may try to postpone their own grief in order to support the dead
child’s family. Not wanting to cause any more grief to the family, the grandparent
may try to hide their emotions. The grandparent may feel like their emotions have no
place in the grief. It may be hard for the grandparent to confront the agony of their
child, and they may avoid visiting the family.
The grandparent may question their right to grieve. This can happen if the immediate family tries to compare the sorrow of the grandparent and the parents. If the
family refuses to acknowledge the grief of a grandparent, the grandparent may be
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forced to grieve on their own. People close to the family will ask how the grieving
parents are doing but forget about the grandparent. Grandparents have to balance
between their own needs and the
needs of the dead child’s parents
and siblings.

{

”

{

Although the grandparent may
feel like their primary responsibility is to support the grieving family, it is important to remember
that you can help yourself while
helping others. Accepting your
emotions will help you support
others better.

It is important to
remember that
you can help
yourself while
helping others.

”I was grieving for my dead grandchild and my daughter’s distress and grief.
I was sure I was going crazy. I cried, I yearned, I couldn’t sleep… I was furious
at life. I got a dark stripe into the fabric of my life and a hole in my heart that
will never fade away. Fortunately, my family and friends didn’t try to hush it
up. We have cried and talked, helped each other in different ways. A small
boy lives in my heart. That love is great.” – GRANDMOTHER WHO LOST HER
GRANDCHILD

A variety of emotions and reactions

A grandparent reacts to and feels grief uniquely. The death of a grandchild is a shock,
and the natural first reaction is to deny what has happened. The feelings can be
quite overwhelming at times. The death of a grandchild may cause the grandparent
to question their entire worldview. The grandparent may feel anger and resentment
towards God, the medical personnel, and their loved ones.
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You may feel guilty and ask questions: Did I do everything I could? Did I spend
enough time with my grandchild? Could I have prevented the death? Could I have
done something differently? Was God punishing me with the death? You may try
desperately to find a reason for the death of the child, and despair and anxiety may
take over your mind. The grandparent may feel helpless and guilty for not being able
to take away other’s pain.
Sleeplessness, fatigue, nervousness and restlessness are physical symptoms that
will affect your well-being. You may have trouble sleeping because you are afraid of
your own or other people’s death. The grandparent may be afraid to get attached to
the surviving grandchildren for the fear of losing them too. You may be afraid of your
ability to support the bereaved family: What if I say or do something wrong? Will it
hurt our relationship?

Shared grief can complicate family relationships
Family history and roles will affect the way the family behaves in the middle of a crisis. How openly have the family members talked about feelings and thoughts? How
close-knit is the family? What kind of roles do the family members have? Has the
family gone through crises before? What kind of strengths does the family have? The
grief and stress following the death of a child can change family relationships. Some
parents and grandparents feel that the death of a child has brought them closer.

It is usual for there to be misunderstandings and conflicts during a crisis. The grandparent and parents may feel differently about who should tell others about the death
of a child, when to visit the grave, how to remember the child during holidays, and
where to share photographs of the child.
The grandparent may be wondering if they
may give the dead child’s possessions to
We are
other surviving grandchildren, and if it is all
vulnerable
right to talk to other grandchildren about
the dead grandchild. You should respect
in grief.
the parents’ and siblings’ wishes and ask
them what they would like others to do.

”
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We are vulnerable in grief. Well-intended words and actions may end up hurting
someone. The grandparent would like to support the bereaved family. By contrast,
the parents may want time alone to grieve, and seeing the grandparent’s grief may
be too much for them. They may keep their distance because they want to protect
the grandparent from further grief and strain. Even if the parents didn’t mean it so,
the grandparent may feel insulted.
There may be instances where the grandparent is unable to support the family even
if they were needed. The grandparent may be old and need more support than they
can give to the family. This may feel burdensome to the family. The grandparent may
not know how and when to communicate with the family, or how
to support them. The grandparent
You can offer
should ask the family and siblings
what kind of support they want.
your help later if

”

the family can’t
accept it now.

Practical help can be a way for the
grandparent to process their grief.
You can offer to look after the children, to cook or to buy groceries.
These everyday activities can be overwhelming to the grieving family. The need for
help and willingness to accept it will change overtime, and you can offer your help
later if the family can’t accept it now. Grief makes you vulnerable and it can be hard
to accept help when grieving. It is important for the family to know that they can get
help from you if they so wish.

Grief becomes a part of life
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It is important for the grandparent and grieving parents to communicate openly, as
the ways in which different generations view death and express grief and emotions can differ. Before, people generally thought that you should get over your loss
as quickly as possible. People didn’t openly reminisce about the dead person, as
they thought it would make
it harder to survive the grief.
The purpose of mourning was
You don’t have to
to cut ties with the lost family
member. Nowadays we genforget the dead
erally accept that grief bechild; their memory
comes a part of your life, and
will continue to live
that it is normal to remember
and say goodbye to the dead
in your memories
person. You don’t have to forand your heart.
get the dead child; their memory will continue to live in your

”

memories and your heart. It has also become more common over the past decades
to include small children in mourning rituals. Open discussion among family members will help others understand the different ways of grieving, even if it can be difficult to talk about it openly.
The grandparents will often want to support the parents in the funeral arrangements. Remembering the grandchild and visiting the grave are ways to process grief.
Remembering the dead child on special days can help us through grief. Some grandparents will want to talk about faith and spiritual matters, others may be questioning their faith. It may be helpful to process grief through practical activities, such as
painting or writing a diary.

{

{

“When I ask myself how grief has changed me, I can say that it’s easier to
give up things that used to seem so important. I have had the chance to experience the complexity of life. Joy and grief, victories and defeats are an inseparable part of human life. The perfection of life is not important, it’s the adaptation to imperfection without becoming bitter. Grief is not just an emotion,
it’s the search for meaning in life.” – GRANDFATHER WHO LOST HIS GRANDCHILD
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Sharing the experience with others is important
The grandparent will often feel the need to talk about the death of a grandchild, as
well as their emotions and memories. Support from family members, professionals
and peers is important. The relationship between the grandparents may be tested
as they go through the grief in different ways and speed. On the other hand, the
shared experience can bring them closer. For many grandparents, the most important sources of support are their spouse and the parents of the dead child. It is important for everyone to discuss their hopes and thoughts openly, and let everyone
grieve.Keep in mind that everyone expresses grief differently; there is no right or
wrong way to grieve.
The best-case scenario is when the grandparents support the family of the dead
child, and the family finds the support helpful. The family and the grandparents can
support each other through the hard times, and find that the experience has brought
them closer. People may
find that they can talk about
their feelings more openly
Everyone expresses
now.

”

grief differently; there
is no right or wrong
way to grieve.

The grandparent’s relationship with their friends may
change with the grief. Some
friends become closer, while
others become more distant. Often it can be helpful
to go back to your hobbies and meeting friends. On the other hand, the grandparent may also feel lonely and distance themselves from others. They may envy other
grandparents and their grandchildren. The grandparent may feel like nobody understands them.
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Going back to work and showing emotions at work can be difficult, which can increase anxiety. If needed, the grandparent can seek professional help at a healthcare centre or crisis centres, or turn to diaconal workers and private psychotherapists. Your healthcare centre or occupational health care provider can guide you
further.
Peer support is important for many grandparents. Sharing your thoughts in forums
online is more and more common. When talking to peers, the grandparent may share
their emotions and thoughts with others who have lost a grandchild without having
to wonder whether they have a right to grieve.

{

{

PEER SUPPORT

“I remember dreading the first meeting so much that I threw up in the parking
lot and just wanted to go home. Who else would be there? What if I start to
cry? Do I have to talk to them? The questions just raced through my mind. But
in the end I was welcomed by two lovely persons and in the next few hours
I felt immense relief, understanding, hope and encouragement instead of my
fears.” – FATHER WHO LOST HIS CHILD

There are many kinds of peer support

In addition to professional help, peer support is shown to improve the well-being of
the bereaved and help them cope with the death of a child. Many parents are supported by a personal peer helper. They meet other bereaved parents in peer support groups and online support groups. At first, the bereaved person may want to
hear experiences that closely
mirror theirs. Later it may be
enough to meet others who
have lost a child, and the speWith peers, you can
cifics of the experience are
share your emotions
less important.

”

and find comfort,
strength and faith
in the future.

With peers, you can share
your emotions and find comfort, strength and faith in the
future. The parents can share
information and different
ways of coping with grief. The peer support group can inform you about peer support, information leaflets, professional help, and how to deal with support from your
loved ones. Parents can share practical information and guidance on dealing with
practical matters following a child’s death.

Someone with similar experiences understands you uniquely
With peers, you are free to talk about emotions and other things you wouldn’t tell
others. Peer meetings will help you recognise, understand and express grief and
share it with other bereaved people. Hearing about similar feelings and learning that
they are normal will help you process the death of your child. Parents often find it
comforting that they can keep talking about the grief and death of a child recurrently.
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Participating in peer support groups may help the parents feel less lonely and give
them the time and space to deal with their grief. It can increase communication
among family members and help with relationship issues. You may feel more encouraged to talk about the death of a child at home once you have shared your experience with others first. It is important for many parents to
meet others who can show
It is important for
them that life goes on and
many parents to
that it is possible to live with
a child’s death. Peer support
meet others who can
will give you faith in the fushow them that life
ture and your survival.
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goes on and that it is
possible to live with
a child’s death.

Online forums are an important form of support for
many. You can give and receive support online regardless of geographical distance
and time. You can talk about intimate issues anonymously online. Many parents are
comforted by the warm welcome they receive in the forums, and the chance to share
their story of the child’s death with others regardless of distance.
Peer support can help you find a sense of community and a shared language with
other bereaved people. It is also a good way to make friends. For some parents, offering peer support can be a way to find meaning in life after the death of a child.

Peer support is not for everyone
Although many parents have found peer support a crucial way of coping with
grief, everyone is unique. Some people may find peer support unsuitable for them.
Sometimes you just don’t click with your personal peer helper. Some people don’t
want peer support – they are content with support from their family and loved ones.
It is important for you to listen to your needs and find out the best forms of support
for you. Research indicates that the helpfulness of peer support depends on the peer
helper’s energy, similarity of experiences, same gender, and personal characteristics. Many parents appreciate the knowledge that there is help to be found, even if
they personally don’t need peer support.
For more information on support by KÄPY ry, please visit the website kapy.fi/in-english, where you can find links to forums and organisations that offer support and
information on bereavement. In addition to the groups run by KÄPY ry, you can find
support groups through crisis centres, churches and different organisations in your
community.

{

{

“The best things that peer support has concretely given me are, in addition to
understanding, hope and encouragement to realise myself and my grief. After
the first peer support meeting I was immensely relieved to have met people
who had lost a child and had several years of grief behind them. Those people
were still alive, seemed to be sane and were carrying the grief and the child
with them each in their own way.” – MOTHER WHO LOST HER CHILD
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PROFESSIONAL HELP
Strong, distressing physical and psychological feelings are normal after the death
of a child. The bereaved person needs crisis help and long-standing social support,
but not necessarily medical care. On the other hand, a devastating loss can cause
physical and psychological illnesses, such as depression and post-traumatic stress
disorder, which will require help from a psychologist, psychotherapist or a doctor.
In addition to medical help, the bereaved person may need financial support or
practical support for getting through everyday life. The social services can do a free
health and social care assessment for the bereaved and forward the person to other
services if necessary.

How do I know if I need professional help?
The feelings of the grieving person are what matter: anyone who feels like they need
help should get it. You can seek professional help at a healthcare centre, occupational healthcare or maternity clinic if you have the following symptoms:

30

•

You feel constantly unbearable

•

Painful memories of the death are constantly going through your
mind and you have no room for other thoughts

•

Frequent and strong fears of new disasters

•

Constant and painful self-blame and feelings of worthlessness

•

Constant and strong thoughts of anger and revenge

•

Prolonged inability to function that interferes with your life and
stops you from getting support from others

•

Inability to take care of the children in your family

•

Your family finds it impossible to talk about the deceased person
or what has happened
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