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WHEN A GRIEVING
g b PARENT'S WORDS
W / AFFECT THE

GrieiéHECare SURVIVING CHILD

~LIBRARY— Understanding grief expressions, what a
sibling may hear, and how a caring
response can help

When a child dies, the entire family is changed. A parent may be overwhelmed by
yearning for the child who died, while a surviving son or daughter is grieving a brother
or sister and trying to understand what the loss means for the family. In this tender
space, words matter. A parent's statement can be completely understandable in grief and
still be painful for a surviving child to hear.

WHEN GRIEF SPEAKS THROUGH A PARENT

Bereaved parents may say, "I just want to be with him," "I wish I could see her again,” "Part of me died
too," or "I don't know how I can live without my child." These words often express intense longing,
separation, and heartbreak. They do not automatically mean the parent loves a surviving child less.
Yet the surviving sibling may hear those words very differently.

WHAT A SURVIVING CHILD MAY HEAR

e "Mom would rather be with my brother than here with me."
e "Maybe I am not enough of a reason for Dad to want to stay."
e "Ineed to be strong, perfect, or take care of my parent now."

GENTLE REMINDER

A parent's grief can be understandable and authentic while the words used to express it can still be
painful for a surviving child. Both experiences deserve compassion.
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Grief Care
HELPING THE CHILD HEAR THE WHOLE MESSAGE

A parent does not have to hide grief or stop speaking about the child who died. Tears, memories, and
honest sadness can help a family grieve together. What can help is adding reassurance: "I miss your
sister more than I can explain, and I am so grateful I am here with you. I love you. You do not have to
take care of me or replace her. You get to be you."

WHEN A CHILD RESPONDS WITH HURT OR ANGER

A surviving child may say, "What about me?" "You always talk about him," or even, "Sometimes I think
you wish it had been me." Instead of immediately correcting the child, begin by listening. A helpful
response might be: "I am really glad you told me. I did not realize my words were making you feel that
way. I miss your brother terribly, but I would never want to lose you. I love you, and I am grateful you
are here."

TWO PEOPLE CAN BE GRIEVING AT THE SAME TIME

The parent has lost a child. The surviving child has lost a brother or sister. The child may also be
grieving changes in the parent and family they knew before the death. A sibling may become quiet,
angry, anxious, overly responsible, or reluctant to share feelings because they do not want to add to a
parent's pain. A child's reaction is not a rejection of the parent's grief; it may be the child's own grief
asking to be seen.

DO NOT MAKE THE SURVIVING CHILD RESPONSIBLE FOR THE PARENT

Comments such as "You have to be strong for Mom," "Take care of Dad now," or "You're all I have left"
can place a heavy emotional responsibility on a grieving child. The surviving child needs permission
to grieve as a child - to be sad, angry, confused, distracted, or even happy for a while - without
believing that keeping the parent emotionally well is now their job.

WHEN THE CHILD DOES NOT SAY ANYTHING

Not every child will say, "That hurt me." Some children protect a grieving parent by keeping their own
fears private. A parent can open the door gently: "I know I talk about missing your sister. I want you to
know that I'love you, too, and you can always tell me if something I say makes you worried, sad, or left
out." The invitation matters even if the child is not ready to talk.
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Grief Care
A DEEPER LOOK

The same sentence can carry two different meanings. The parent may be expressing yearning for the
child who died. The sibling may experience the sentence as rejection, fear, or evidence that the parent
would rather be somewhere else. Neither experience has to cancel out the other. Families can make
room for both.

WORDS THAT CAN HELP - AND WORDS THAT CAN HURT

e Helpful: "I miss your brother so much today, and I love being your mom too."

e Helpful: "Your grief matters. You do not have to protect me from your feelings."

e Less helpful: "You have to be strong for me," "You're all I have left," or repeated statements that
leave the child feeling responsible for keeping the parent alive or emotionally stable.

A THOUGHT TO CARRY WITH YOU

The goal is not to grieve less. It is to help the surviving child understand: You matter. I see you. I
love you. My grief for your sibling does not diminish my love for you.

WHEN THE HARDEST WORDS NEED ANOTHER PLACE

Some thoughts are important for a bereaved parent to say out loud, but a surviving child may not be
the safest person to carry them. A trusted friend, grief-care specialist, counselor, clergy member,
support group, journal, or another bereaved parent can provide space for the rawest expressions of
yearning. This is not hiding grief; it is protecting the child from becoming responsible for an adult's
emotional survival.

WHEN MORE SUPPORT MAY HELP

Expressions such as "I wish I could be with them" can occur in grief, but statements about not wanting
to live should not simply be dismissed. If a parent is talking about suicide, has a plan or intent to die,
cannot stay safe, or a child is frightened about the parent's safety, seek immediate help. In the United
States, call or text 988 for the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline; call 911 for an immediate emergency.

A MOMENT FOR REFLECTION

REFLECTION

If you are a grieving parent, is there something you have said in a moment of deep yearning that
you would like to explain or gently revisit with your surviving child?
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REPAIR IS ALWAYS POSSIBLE

Parents will not communicate perfectly in grief. If something painful has already been said, a parent
can return to the conversation: "I have been thinking about what I said. When I said I wanted to be
with your sister, I meant that I miss her terribly. I realize it may have sounded as though I do not want
to be here with you. That is not what I meant. I love you, and I am very glad you are here." Repairing a
conversation teaches a child that families can be honest, listen to one another, and reconnect after
difficult moments.

There is room in a family for both truths: "I will always miss the child who died," and "I deeply love the child who is
here." The sibling who died remains part of the family story, and the surviving child deserves to know that their own

place in the family is secure.

With heartfelt compassion,
Linda Findlay
Founder, Mourning Discoveries
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