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WHEN OTHERS DON'T 
UNDERSTAND SIBLING 
GRIEF
When the Depth of Your Loss Is Overlooked or 
Misunderstood

The death of a sibling can be a profound loss, yet sibling grief is often overlooked. Attention may naturally turn toward 
parents, a spouse or partner, or children of the person who died. While their grief deserves care, yours does too. You 
lost someone who may have shared your childhood, family history, identity, memories, and expectations for the future.

WHEN YOUR GRIEF IS NOT FULLY SEEN

People may not understand how deeply a sibling's death can affect you, especially if you are an adult, live far apart, or 
had separate lives. They may assume the relationship was less significant than other family relationships. But the 
importance of a sibling bond cannot be measured by age, distance, frequency of contact, or how visible the relationship 
was to others.

WHAT YOU MAY HEAR OR EXPERIENCE

 People may focus on how your parents are coping and forget to ask how you are doing.
 You may hear comments that unintentionally minimize your loss or suggest you should be 'back to normal.'
 You may feel pressure to support everyone else while receiving little recognition for your own grief.

GENTLE REMINDER
Your grief does not become less important because someone else does not recognize it. The relationship you had 
with your sibling belongs to you, and so does the grief that follows their death.

YOU DO NOT HAVE TO PROVE THE IMPORTANCE OF YOUR LOSS

It can be exhausting to explain why your sibling mattered so much. You are not required to convince others that your 
grief is legitimate. Some people may simply lack experience with sibling loss or may not know what to say. When 
possible, seek out people who can listen without comparing, correcting, rushing, or minimizing your experience.

WHEN COMMENTS HURT

Even well-intended words can be painful. You may hear, “At least you still have other siblings,” “You need to be strong 
for your parents,” or “They would want you to move on.” You can choose whether to respond. A simple statement such 
as, “I know you mean well, but I am grieving too,” or “I need you to listen rather than try to fix this,” may help create a 
clearer boundary.

A DEEPER LOOK

Part of what makes sibling grief difficult to explain is that siblings often occupy many roles across a lifetime. A 
sibling may have been a friend, rival, protector, confidant, witness to childhood, keeper of family stories, or the 
person who understood your family without explanation. Losing them can affect not only your emotions but also 
your sense of identity and place within the family.
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FINDING PEOPLE WHO DO UNDERSTAND

 Support does not always come from the people you expected. A friend, cousin, grief support group, faith 
community, counselor, or another bereaved sibling may be able to understand parts of your experience that 
others cannot. Look for people who allow you to speak your sibling's name and tell the truth about both the 
love and the difficulty of the relationship.

 You may also need different people for different kinds of support. One person may be able to sit with your 
sadness, another may help with practical needs, and another may share memories of your sibling.

 Receiving support from someone outside your immediate family does not diminish your family relationships. 
It simply gives your grief another place to be held.

A THOUGHT TO CARRY WITH YOU
You do not need everyone to understand your grief. You need places where your loss can be acknowledged, your 
sibling can be remembered, and your feelings can be heard.

SPEAKING UP FOR WHAT YOU NEED

YOUR GRIEF DESERVES A PLACE

Other people's understanding does not determine the significance of your loss. Your sibling was part of your life 
story, and your grief reflects that relationship. You can honor what the bond meant to you, seek support where it is 
available, set boundaries around minimizing comments, and give yourself permission to grieve without needing 
everyone else to fully understand.

You may find it helpful to be specific about what support looks like for you: asking someone to remember an important 
date, inviting them to use your sibling's name, requesting company on a difficult day, or saying that you do not want 
advice. People may still not fully understand, but clear requests can make it easier for supportive people to show up in 
ways that help.

A MOMENT FOR REFLECTION

When have you felt most misunderstood in your sibling grief? What would you like someone close to you to 
understand about your loss, and who might be able to listen with compassion?

WHEN UNDERSTANDING DOES NOT COME

Some people in your life may never fully understand sibling grief. That can be disappointing, especially when you 
hoped they would recognize the depth of your loss. You can limit conversations that repeatedly leave you feeling 
dismissed and invest more of your energy in relationships where your sibling can be remembered openly. Being 
understood by everyone is not necessary for your grief to be real or worthy of care.

With heartfelt compassion,
Linda Findlay

Founder, Mourning Discoveries
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