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BEHAVIOR CHANGES 
AFTER A DEATH
Understanding What a Grieving Child May Be 
Communicating Through Behavior

After a death, children may show their grief through behavior long before they can explain it 
with words. A child who was previously independent may become clingy. Another may become 
irritable, restless, withdrawn, unusually quiet, or more emotional. Changes in behavior can be a 
child's way of communicating stress, fear, confusion, sadness, or a need for reassurance.

WHY BEHAVIOR MAY CHANGE

Grief affects a child's sense of safety and predictability. Routines may have changed, adults may 
be distracted by their own grief, and the child may be trying to understand what the death means 
for everyday life. Behavior that seems difficult may be an attempt to regain control or connection.

WHAT YOU MAY NOTICE

 Clinginess, separation difficulty, or wanting more reassurance than before.
 Irritability, arguing, outbursts, withdrawal, restlessness, or difficulty concentrating.
 Regression to earlier behaviors such as bed-wetting, baby talk, wanting help with familiar tasks, or sleeping 

near a caregiver.

GENTLE REMINDER
A grieving child still needs boundaries, but boundaries can be offered with compassion. Ask 
not only, “How do I stop this behavior?” but also, “What might this child need?”

RESPONDING TO THE NEED BENEATH THE BEHAVIOR
Try to notice what happened before the behavior and what the child may need in that moment. Calm 
limits are still important, but correction can be paired with connection: “It is okay to be angry. It is not 
okay to hit. I am here, and we can find another way to show me how angry you feel.”

WORDS THAT CAN HELP

Use observations rather than accusations: “I noticed mornings have been harder since Dad died.” “You 
seem worried when I leave the room.” “You have been getting angry more quickly. I wonder if some of 
that is connected to everything that has changed.”
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A DEEPER LOOK

Not every behavior after a death is caused by grief. Children continue to develop and experience ordinary 
challenges. Look for patterns: when the behavior began, how often it occurs, what triggers it, whether it appears 
in more than one setting, and how much it interferes with everyday functioning.

KEEP ROUTINES AND BOUNDARIES STEADY

Predictable meals, school routines, bedtime, expectations, and caregiving arrangements can help restore a sense 
of safety. Children need compassion, but they also benefit from reasonable boundaries. Grief does not require 
removing every expectation; it may require more patience and support in meeting them.

WORK WITH SCHOOL AND OTHER CAREGIVERS

Teachers, coaches, childcare providers, and relatives may notice changes you do not see at home. Sharing 
appropriate information about the loss can help adults respond consistently and recognize when a behavior may 
be connected to grief.
REMEMBERING DEVELOPMENT MATTERS

Behavior may change again as the child reaches new developmental stages. A child who seemed to adjust well 
may have new reactions months or years later when they understand the loss differently.

A THOUGHT TO CARRY WITH YOU
Behavior can become a child's language when feelings are bigger than the words available to 
describe them.

A MOMENT FOR REFLECTION
What behavior has changed most since the death? What might the child be communicating 
underneath that behavior - fear, sadness, anger, confusion, or a need for connection?

WHEN MORE SUPPORT MAY HELP

Consider professional support when behavior changes are severe, persistent, worsening, unsafe, 
or significantly interfering with school, relationships, sleep, eating, or daily life.

A GENTLE CLOSING

Behavior is only one part of the child's story. Responding with curiosity, structure, patience, and 
connection can help adults see the grief that may be underneath what the child is doing.

What behavior has changed most since the death? What might the child be communicating 
underneath that behavior - fear, sadness, anger, confusion, or a need for connection?
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