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Information on bereavement for families during the COVID-19 pandemic
Monmouthshire Educational Psychology Service have compiled this information sheet to offer support for families who may be experiencing a bereavement during the current COVID-19 pandemic.  The current COVID-19 situation affects all bereavements, whether related to the virus or not.  
This information is designed to emotional support, practical advice and suggestions to help you/your family to manage these sad times as well as you can.   
Generally people deal with adversity in a sensible way. People don’t usually panic. People cope. People are tougher than we sometimes give them credit for. People show great courage, resourcefulness, adaptability, resiliency, hopefulness and humanitarianism (From Wessely S, 2005)	
Grief and isolation
In the current climate of isolation, it is possible that you/your child/ren may not have been able to see or visit your loved ones; this can make the bereavement particularly difficult to cope with.  The death may have been sudden and unexpected and feelings of grief and loneliness may be more intense under these circumstances.  Your family may not have been able to say “goodbye” and may not be able to attend the funeral. It may be helpful to forward-plan a memorial service or a visit to the crematorium/church/graveyard. Encouraging your child/ren to make a book of memories, write a poem, choose music, select photos or draw a picture for this may provide a way to manage difficult emotions surrounding the death. 
As a parent/carer, you may be experiencing the need to manage your own emotions whilst coping practical matters and the needs of your family.  Your own grief may be “put on hold”.  Remember, intense emotions do not last and there will be a time when you feel less overwhelmed.  Take one step at a time. 
Isolation can also make it harder to process grief. At times like this when there is a constant stream of new and distressing information, people can find themselves distracted from dealing with their grief; this is normal.  It is important to be aware of this and allow time for your grief to be expressed at some point in the future.   
What can we expect to see from a child/young person who has been bereaved?
Children and young people can experience a huge range of reactions after the death of someone close.  Grief is not straightforward, it is chaotic and follows no rules.  As adults, you may be managing your own grief, whilst trying to support your children.  
A child’s emotional response and behaviour may be unpredictable and surprising to adults.  Common emotional reactions include: sadness, guilt, anger, disbelief, confusion, fear, rage, despair, numbness, shock and/or loneliness.  Some children/young people may show no emotion at the time, but may “bottle up” their feelings.  Children are also more likely to “jump in and out of grief”, so you may see a child being playful/happy one minute, and in tears the next. 
Families may see a behavioural change in the child/young person. Common reactions include: avoidance, distraction, withdrawal, acting out, self-harm, loss of interest in hobbies, tearfulness, mood swings. 
Grief can also have a physical impact and children/young people may present with sleep disturbances; appetite disruption (eating too much or too little), restlessness and poor concentration, nausea, dizziness and/or headaches. Seek medical advice if concerned. 
How to support a child/young person who is facing bereavement/has been bereaved
Communicate with them…
· Make opportunities to listen and talk with your child/ren.  Adolescents often talk more openly if you are doing an activity together side-by-side.  They can choose moments which feel awkward for adults, such as just before bed.  Give them the time when they need it. 
· Pay extra attention, spend extra time with your child/ren, be more nurturing and comforting.
· Give information a bit at a time, allowing them the opportunity for them to ask questions. Older children will want and be able to handle more information.
· Children may ask the same question many times until they have processed the answer to their satisfaction.  Stay calm and try to find different ways to explain – check their understanding and ask them, “is there anything else you would like to know?” Remember, we all think and feel differently; understand that children may have a different perspective to you. 
· Check out what the child knows about COVID-19. There are many myths and distortions in social media.  Useful resources are available at https://www.monmouthshire.gov.uk/app/uploads/2020/03/Wellbeing-Tips-and-Resources-for-Families-v1.pdf
· Answer questions honestly, as appropriate to the child/young person’s age/developmental stage.  
· With a younger child you may need to give information in small chunks. Talking about the situation and about the possibility of death and dying is an ongoing conversation. It’s OK to let them know if you don’t know the answers to some of their questions. 
Help them to feel safe….
· Children need to feel safe and are likely to worry about practical details.  Reassure them that they are safe.  Answer honestly within their level of understanding.  Avoid language such as “she went to sleep” as some children take this literally.  It is ok to use words associated with death and dying
· As well as advising the child about appropriate use of social media, monitor their use, particularly during this vulnerable time. 

Help them to manage emotions…
· Tell them that the reactions they are having are common.
· Be empathetic: “I know you are feeling sad/ confused.. I understand” 
· Help the child/young person to find safe ways to express their feelings e.g. by drawing, using figures/puppets to act out their feelings, taking exercise or talking.
· Don’t be afraid to show children how you are feeling – and explain that intense feelings do pass.  “You will not always feel this way”.
· Do not be surprised by changes in behaviour or personality. They will return to their usual selves in time.
· Don’t take their anger or other feelings personally. 
· If they are feeling guilt or shame, emphasise that they did not choose for this to happen and that they are not to blame. Even if they were angry with the person who died, or had been mean to them, they did not cause the death. 
· Let them know it’s OK to still laugh, have fun and feel joy amidst their grief. 
· Reassure them that they won’t forget the person. 

Support their wellbeing..

· Try to keep to a routine.
· Eat together and talk together. 
· Encourage daily exercise. 
· Encourage your child to connect with friends and family.
· Wherever possible, let your children make some choices about what they are doing, as this may help give them some sense of control over their lives.
If your child has autism or additional learning needs
Children with additional learning /autism may need extra help with their understanding and ways to express feelings.  
The following websites may be helpful:

https://www.autism.org.uk/about/family-life/bereavement.aspx
https://www.mencap.org.uk/advice-and-support/dealing-bereavement
Activities to support children experiencing bereavement
· Look at photos
· Create a memory display using photos and paper flowers
· Make a jar of different coloured sand/coloured chalk dust to represent different memories of the person
· Read stories about loss and bereavement; See www.winstonswish.org.uk for appropriate books and resources
· Light a candle
· Say a prayer if appropriate
· Remember a wealth of memories about the person who has died – accept all memories without judgement.


How you can help your child return to childcare hub/school
· Make contact with your childcare hub/school and let the head teacher/lead teacher know the situation.   
· Ask your child what they would like to happen when they return to childcare/school and communicate this to the setting. 
· Be mindful that your child may be more tired than usual.

How you can help yourself if you are coping with a bereavement
Be kind to yourself:
· Be aware of thinking that “I should be doing better”, or “I shouldn’t be feeling like this”. Allow yourself to feel the range of emotions that will crop up.  
· Be mindful that your children will also be feeling a range of emotions.  These may not necessarily be shown in the same way, or at the same time, as you.  
· Be patient with yourself and with your family.  
· Don’t feel guilty if you are struggling.  Reach out for support from family or friends.
· Be realistic about what you can achieve.  These are exceptional circumstances; you can only do your best. 
· Call a helpline; it can be really helpful to talk to someone outside of your usual circle of support:
Cruse Bereavement Care; 0808 808 1677
Samaritans; 116 123
Keep in touch:
· Although you may not be able to see people in person, you can keep in regular contact with others using the phone, text, or internet if it is available to you. 
· However, remember, it is OK to switch off and have a break from communication. Grief is tiring and taking some quiet time out is important for your wellbeing. 
Take some exercise:
· Get some fresh air or sunlight each day - even opening a window can help. 
· Do some exercise around the house if you are able to.
· Listen to some music and stretch; try you-tube for ideas.
· When you have more energy, try to achieve a job around the house.  
Stick to a routine:
· Keep to a regular routine of getting up and dressed and eating meals at the usual time, whether you are on your own or part of a family group. 

Seek practical help from friends, family or neighbours:
· Be brave and reach out to others – people like to help.
· Keep your connections with family and friends. 
Cultural, Religious and Faith Factors

· Be aware of your local community and involve spiritual leaders if this is appropriate.  These leaders may have considerable experience and understanding in these matters. 
Useful Websites 
· Winston’s Wish
https://www.winstonswish.org

· Childhood Bereavement Trust UK 
https://www.childbereavementuk.org
Tel;  0800 02 888 40

· Young Minds 
https://youngminds.org.uk/find-help/feelings-and-symptoms/grief-and-loss; 
Tel; 0808 808 1677

· The Samaritans
https://www.samaritans.org
Tel: 116 123
· The Compassionate Friends 
https://www.tcf.org.uk / https://www.tcfsiblingsupport.org.uk
Tel;  0345 123 2304
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