
CREATING A SPACE FOR HEALING 
 
Listen without judgment. 
 
When young people are grieving, adults can be quick to offer them advice, give opinions, and 
make judgments. Listen without judging, interpreting, or evaluating. With young children 
especially, sometimes the best response is to simply repeat what they’ve said so they know 
they’ve been heard (e.g., “You really miss your friend, especially when you were expecting to 
see him at school”). Once children or teens trust that you will listen and be understanding, 
they’ll be more likely to come to you when they’re hurting or in need of advice. If they’re not 
ready to talk about what they’re experiencing, reassure them that you are available to them 
whenever they do want to talk. Many children worry that asking questions will upset the adult. 
Reassure them that it’s okay to ask any questions they might have, even if it might be 
emotional for you. 
 
Provide routines and consistency. 
 
Life is often in upheaval after a death. Try to find ways to create safety and predictability for the 
child so they know what to expect. Consider creating routines around bedtime, after-school 
activities (e.g., “Homework is done by 7 p.m.”), or meals as a family, when possible. Do allow 
for some flexibility, however, so that children can trust that, if they need a break from a given 
routine, their world will be responsive (e.g., “You can take a break from homework now and 
come back to it later”). For teenagers, routines and boundaries can provide a sense of safety 
and security during uncertain times. They may test and fight such boundaries, but ultimately 
most find comfort in knowing someone is paying attention to their lives and looking out for 
them. 
 
Let them decide. 
 
Since a death can leave young people feeling powerless, allowing them to make choices can 
help re-establish a sense of control. These choices can be simple and everyday (e.g., “Do you 
want to wear your red or purple T-shirt?”) or more complex, such as participating in the 
memorial service. While you may be inclined to become extra vigilant following a suicide 
death, it is important that teens be able to make some choices for themselves. Balance your 
teen’s freedom with oversight, and make sure that the friends they choose to spend time with 
are not encouraging high-risk behavior or negative coping skills.  
 
Remember and talk about the person who died. 
 
Even though remembering is an important part of grieving, it is often avoided when the cause 
of death was suicide. Don’t be afraid to talk about and remember the person who died, and 
encourage other family members to do the same. You might say, “He was a good friend,” or “I 
remember you all hanging out during the game….” By doing this, you give children permission 
to share their own feelings and memories. 



 
Make time for play and relaxation. 
 
Make sure children get a break from the seriousness of grief, and give them opportunities to 
have fun.  When able, join your child in times of recreation and creativity. Seeing you play and 
have fun can reassure your child that your family is going to be okay. Teens, too, need time to 
relax, listen to music, be with their friends, or be by themselves. Encourage them to keep up 
with extracurricular activities that they’re good at, such as sports, band, etc. These types of 
activities tend to be the first to fall by the wayside after a loss, but it’s important for teens to 
feel successful at something they enjoy. 
 
Maintain an open dialogue. 
 
Open and truthful communication in the days, months, and years that follow a suicide loss will 
help children continue to process and make meaning of the death. It’s normal for children to 
have a lot of questions, and for young children in particular to ask the same ones repeatedly. 
This doesn’t mean you’re doing a bad job of explaining. Death is a hard concept for anyone to 
understand, especially for a child who hasn’t experienced a loss before. Over time, their 
questions may change, and the answers you provide may take on new meaning. 
 


