Bereavement Support Resources

Supporting Bereaved Families
Working with families can be emotionally challenging; which can feel daunting, especially when a
baby or child has died. Supporting bereaved families includes good communication and being
emotionally self-aware. It is important to be able to reflect on your own experiences and needs and
your own attitudes to death and dying. This can help you to be aware of your own reactions and
therefore how you support others.
Poor communication can intensify and prolong a families distress; good communication can help
families in their grief with long-lasting positive effects.
Good communication involves:
Listening to the words, tone of voice and feelings of others.
Observing body language & facial expressions & noticing what is not being said as well as
what is.
Showing your interest through good eye contact, your tone of voice & body language.
Checking with the person that they have both heard and understood what is being said.
What can help
Acknowledge their bereavement.
Be led and guided by the family.
Offer any support that you can.
Offer to find additional support and sign post if appropriate.
Be patient.
Seek support yourself

Child Bereavement UK Webinar - Primary School Age
CBUK
Support children, young people (up to 25 years), parents and families. They also support
professionals to support bereaved families.
Tel: 0800 02 888 40
Email: support@childbereavementuk.org Website: www.childbereavementuk.org
Child Bereavement UK are offering free bereavement awareness webinars for schools (but it would
be useful for anyone working with children). Professionals can book via the following link
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/bereavement-awareness-training-for-education-providers
Each training session focuses on:
 An overview of grief and bereavement
 Children's understanding of death
 Models of grief and an understanding of children’s responses
 Factors affecting grief
 Practical ideas for managing pupil’s responses to their grief
 Creating a bereavement aware culture; policies and procedures
June
2020
1



Local and national pathways for support

Death, Grief and Bereavement
It is common to worry about saying the wrong thing, but saying nothing can be perceived as not
caring. The worst has already happened; no words can make the situation worse so just say it.
Grief reactions
o Emotions: sadness, anger, fear, guilt, relief, numbness, confusion loneliness, shock/anxiety.
o Sleep problems.
o Eating problems.
o Imagined illness: knot in throat/stomach, headache. May be due to emotion rather than
physical.
o Regression in behaviour, sleep, development
o Separation anxiety
o Lack of confidence.
o Loss of focus/concentration
Children are good at masking or pretending all is ok.
School is seen as a place of normality, stability and security. It offers routine, refuge and support by
trusted adults. COVID-19 has made this more difficult; more children may be bereaved and lots of
going to school, they have lost routine and trusted adults.
Few children require specialist support.
Some children cope with 121, family or peer/group support.
Most children cope and don’t need any specialist support; they can use current trusting
relationships.
When someone is not expected to live information sheet https://www.childbereavementuk.org/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=bb9053ac-6e5d-4351-8400863896a9cc26
Sudden death including accidents, suicide and homicide –
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/sudden-death-including-accidents-suicide-and-homicide
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/managing-a-sudden-death
Helpful Language
It is not your fault – offers reassurance

Unhelpful Language
She is a star watching you – increases anxiety,
may feel they’re being watched; take it literally
You need to be brave – they need to
acknowledge emotions and shouldn’t take on
any responsibilities.
Grandad has passed away – they can take it
literally, needs explanation.
Grandma died in her sleep – may lead to sleep
problems.

Most will get better

Body isn’t working anymore; it doesn’t need
food/drink, it doesn’t feel pain.
What is your favourite memory

Try not to use euphemisms; explain clearly what has happened. Use the proper language; children
are exposed to death and dying through media and talking to friends.
June
2020
2

Children’s Understanding of Death
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=6c118a29-2f1a-4024-ba9ec44701b1ff3e
Age
Up to 6 months

6 months – 2 years

2 – 5 years

5 – 8 years

8 – 12 years

12+ years

Conceptual Understanding
 Withdrawal of familiar
person
 Emotional withdrawal of
main carer
 Developing ‘object
constancy awareness’
 Can ‘miss’ someone.
 Interested in death, but
no sense of its
permanence or
irreversibility.
 Concrete thinking.
 Fuller understanding of
death.
 Magical Thinking
 Developing ‘conscience’
so can feel guilty.
 Understands permanence,
universality and
consequences of death.
 May develop fear of own
mortality.
 Puberty – time of great
change.
 Understands impact of
death on their life.
 Emotional maturity may
not equate to physical
development.
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Feelings/Behaviour
Abandonment; insecurity;
crying in protest.
Disrupted sleep and feeding
patterns.
Separation anxiety, searching
behaviour.
Withdrawal.
Expectation of return/clingy.
Constant questions.
Regression

Fear the death of others.
Often extremes of good/bad
behaviour.
Egocentric.
Anxiety about own
health/death.
Preoccupied at school.
Possibility of social
withdrawal.
Strongly held views; reluctant
to ask for help.
Challenge own beliefs and
those of others.
Question their own mortality.
May take grief outside of
family.

Theories of Grief
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/how-we-grieve-and-what-may-help
Have to work through the stages; it can be
hard. Individuals don’t have to move through
the stages in order and can go back & forth
between them and re-visit stages.

People can jump between
the different stages quickly
and without warning.
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Factors that can affect the grieving process:
o Relationship with the person who died
o The Circumstances of death
o The environment
o The individual; personality & background.
o Grief is personal and different for everyone and therefore people have different needs.
o Try to focus on the grief rather than the circumstances of death; can be particularly difficult after
a traumatic death/suicide.
o Don’t make assumptions about how the child/family are coping or about culture can impact.
o Given children the opportunity to talk, but don’t worry if they don’t want to. Offer reassurance.
Help children to understand that members of their family may be feeling sad and may respond
in different ways in some situations.
o There is no quick fix.
Secondary losses
Although these are adult worries, they will impact on children. They may feel they have more
responsibilities or they will see the impact of the worries on their Parents/Family members.
o Home life changes
o Financial
o Security
o Friends
o Role in family
Children’s behaviour can change as they go through the grief process. It’s important to focus on
their bereavement rather than their behaviour. Offer support rather than discipline. Encourage
children to talk about it “tell me about it”, “how does it make you feel”. Acknowledge what they
say, they may not say it again and be aware of the bigger picture. Triggers may be at
puberty/maturity, anniversaries, changes at home etc. Keep boundaries in place, but be flexible.
What to Children need from School?
o Acknowledgement
o Understanding
o Control/normality.
o Space and time to grieve; allow them to leave the room if they feel stressed/emotional
o Someone to share their journey; have a named person that the child can go to
o Honesty
o Permission to grieve.
o Ask open questions, allow for silence.
o There is no magic cure.
o Grief can ripple through a friends/peer group; it’s important to support the other pupils too.
o There is a bereavement policy framework and template letters on CBUK website
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/developing-a-bereavement-policy
Why is it important to teach death, grief and bereavement
o To prepare for the future
o Normalises feelings
o Develops emotional literacy and resilience.
o Teaches children about empathy
o Highlights myths and euphemisms.
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o

Gives children the opportunity to ask questions.

Other Resources
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/online-learning-for-schools - supporting a bereaved pupil.
Free training tool for school staff to help understanding, skills and confidence to support pupils and
their families and how to incorporate the concept of death and grief within the classroom
curriculum. Includes SEND understanding of death.
http://sabp.lgfl.org.uk/section_B3_a.html - Managing grief - emotions
http://sabp.lgfl.org.uk/section_B3_b.html - Managing grief - behaviours

https://www.childbereavementuk.org/get-your-elephants-tea-party-download-pack - a free to
download activity pack for primary age children and secondary school children. Helps to introduce
the concept of death in the class if a pupil has been affected.
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/coronavirus-supporting-children - supporting children
through Covid-19, particularly important if not in school or seeing anyone. With links to useful
information including: Delivering sad news, managing grief, remembering & understanding death.
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/supporting-bereaved-children-and-young-people - specific
information sheets available for supporting bereaved children.
https://finkcards.com/products/conversations-about-loss-and-change - fink cards to aid
conversation. They are available for KS1/2/3 for a charge.
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/Pages/Category/working-with-bereaved-families
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/resources-for-children-and-young-people - books for
different age groups.
CBUK Care for the Caregiver

SANDS – Supporting families through pregnancy loss & the death of a baby
Sands is the leading stillbirth and neonatal death charity in the UK. It aims to reduce the number of
babies dying and to ensure anyone affected by the death of a baby receives the best possible care
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and support as long as they need it. Sands provides bereavement support via free helpline, mobile
app, online community and through support groups.
Tel: 0808 164 3332
Email: helpline@sands.org.uk Website: https://sands.org.uk/
App: Sands bereavement support app available on apple and google play.
Sands are offering free webinars for any professionals working in maternity and neonatal services or
supporting a family following a loss of a baby. https://sandswebinar.eventbrite.co.uk/ The sessions
cover principles of excellent bereavement care and are designed to support professionals to support
families. Each session covers the following topics:
 The patient experience
 Grief, loss & trauma
 Effective communication
 Memory making
 Enabling informed choice
 National bereavement pathway
 Support for professionals.
#finding the words. The death of a baby is life changing for families and excellent care is crucial to
their long term wellbeing. When staff are well supported, families are well supported. Be gentle
with yourself – we are all human. https://youtu.be/jSwt8rIRFeE .
Baby Loss:
 Miscarriage
 Termination of pregnancy due to fetal anomaly
 Stillbirth/intrauterine death
 Neonatal death
 Sudden and unexpected death of an infant (SUDI)
Parents are likely to experience shock, grief, trauma, disbelief and emotional anaesthesia. They are
also more likely to develop mental health conditions such as depression, anxiety, post-traumatic
stress and phobias. High quality care and communication can moderate this immediate and long
term negative outcomes.
Understanding the nature of baby loss:
 The uniqueness of the experience – every pregnancy, birth, death and loss is different.
 Physical nature of birth and postnatal recovery.
 Feeling of isolation
 The lifelong impact
 Impact on self-esteem and self-image
 Sense of pride for a much loved baby.

National Bereavement Care Pathway - https://nbcpathway.org.uk/
The NBCP seeks to improve the quality and consistency of bereavement care received by Parents in
NHS trusts after pregnancy or baby loss.
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There are 5 pathways in total:
1. Miscarriage (including molar and ectopic pregnancy)
https://nbcpathway.org.uk/pathways/miscarriage-bereavement-care-pathway
2. Termination of Pregnancy for fetal abnormality.
https://nbcpathway.org.uk/pathways/termination-pregnancy-fetal-anomaly-topfabereavement-care-pathway
3. Stillbirth https://nbcpathway.org.uk/pathways/stillbirth-bereavement-care-pathway
4. Neonatal death https://nbcpathway.org.uk/pathways/neonatal-death-bereavement-carepathway
5. Sudden unexpected death of an infant. https://nbcpathway.org.uk/pathways/suddenunexpected-death-infancy-sudi-bereavement-care-pathway
The 9 bereavement care standards were launched during baby loss awareness week in 2018. They
form the basis of the national programme.

Every NHS trust should ensure the following:
1. A Parent-led bereavement care plan is in place for all families, providing continuity between
settings and into any subsequent pregnancies.
2. Bereavement care training is offered to staff who come into contact with bereavement
parents, and staff are supported to access this training.
3. All bereaved parents are informed about and, if requested, referred for emotional support
and for specialist mental health support when needed.
4. There is a bereavement lead in every healthcare setting where a pregnancy or baby loss may
occur.
5. Bereavement rooms are available and accessible in hospitals.
6. The preferences of all bereaved families are sought and all bereaved parents are offered
informed choices about decisions relating to their care and care of their babies.
7. All bereaved parents are offered opportunities to make memories.
8. A system is in place to clearly signal to all healthcare professionals that a parent has
experienced a bereavement to enable continuity of care.
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9. Healthcare staff are provided with, and can access, support and resources to deliver high
quality bereavement care.
The Importance of Sensitive Communication
 Take time to gather your thoughts
 Be gentle, clear and honest
 Sit down, use eye contact, don’t rush
 Consider your language
 Listen carefully, take the parents lead, use the babies name
 Express compassion, say I’m sorry
Empathy vs Sympathy:
https://youtu.be/LB0PFl4VAww
“Sometimes I feel like my heart is going to break”
Sympathetic response – “Oh no that’s awful, I feel so
sorry for you”
Empathetic response – “I am so sorry to hear how
devastating and heart breaking its been for you”
Parents don’t need people to feel sorry for them, but for
them to understand what they may be going through,
recognise their emotions and communicate back.
Helpful things to say:
“Do what’s right for you and your family.”
“Take one step/day at a time.”
“This support is available…use what is helpful to you and
leave what is not”.
https://www.sands.org.uk/professionalsprofessionalresources/sensitive-and-effective-communication

Review & Investigation
Reviewing the death of every baby is not about blame, it’s vital to:
 Understand what happened
 Identify improvements in care for future families
Staff Wellbeing and Support
 Acknowledge your own feelings of loss and/or trauma
 Talk to colleagues, friends or the Sands helpline
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Access support systems already in place such as formal clinical debriefs
Self-refer to professional support
Remember to take care of yourself. You can’t pour from an empty cup.

Additional Resources
https://www.sands.org.uk/sands-bereavement-support-book
https://www.sands.org.uk/about-sands/sands-bereavement-support-app
https://www.sands.org.uk/sibling-support
https://www.sands.org.uk/support-you/how-we-offer-support/memory-box
https://nbcpathway.org.uk/professionals/training-healthcare-professionals
https://sands.org.uk/professionals/fewer-baby-deaths/reviewing-every-baby-death
https://people.nhs.uk/
Please give families as much time, kindness, compassion, support, informed choice and signposting
as you possibly can. You will only get one chance to help them through this devastating experience,
and you have the potential to have a hugely positive impact on them.

Additional Useful Links
www.derbyshirebereavementhub.co.uk—provides information and links to organisations and
services for bereaved people (off all ages) in Derby City & Derbyshire.
www.winstonswish.org—offers support to bereaved children, their families and professionals who
support them.
www.treetopshospice.org.uk—Provides counselling, support and therapy to families.
www.thelauracentrederby.co.uk - offer counselling & support to parents whose child has died and to
children who have been bereaved of a parent or significant other.
www.rainbows.co.uk—offer long term bereavement support, a bereavement suite with cold room,
can assist with funeral arrangements & offer practical and emotional support.
www.derbysands.org.uk—stillbirth and neonatal death charity. Supporting anyone affected by the
death of a baby.
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