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1. Introduction:

One of the most difficult tasks we can face
in life is explaining to children why the baby
they were expecting to be joining their
family has died. We are faced with difficult
questions like:

But how did our baby die?
Where is it now?
Will I die too?

In many cases we may not have answers to
these questions. Where medical explanations
are available they may be far too
complicated for a child to comprehend.
Being able to trust an adult is a vital factor in
how well children deal with trauma and that
trust is based on honest and open
communication. It is very important that
children believe they have permission to ask
questions that will be answered honestly in
a way that makes sense. 

2. It is important to
include children:

It is important to include children in all
aspects of life and death in a way that is
developmentally appropriate. In the past it
was assumed children did not understand
grief and death so it was best to exclude
them to “spare” them any unnecessary
emotional distress. However recent literature
points out that by such exclusion we run the
risk of children suffering emotional trauma.
This occurs where incorrect assumptions are
made by the child in an effort to make sense
of what has happened when factual
information is not available. For example, if
in the case of threatened miscarriage

children have been told they must be
“good” while mum is not well. If the baby
subsequently dies the child may believe
they are responsible for this event because
they were not “good” all the time. 

3. Telling the story is
painful for you:

We often express frustration and difficulty
when faced with explaining the death of a
baby to surviving children. Most parents are
concerned with protecting their children
and with this aim may in fact offer no
explanation. This is sometimes an attractive
option for parents as it saves them having to
relive the experience when retelling the
story.

4. Check for depth of
understanding:

When a baby dies or indeed when any
family member dies it is important to check
with children regarding what they
understand has happened. Once you have
established their level of knowledge you
may wish to ask them if they have any
questions about the situation. When these
questions have been answered to ensure the
information you have provided has been
heard correctly ask the child again what they
now understand. Depending on the issue
you have addressed you may want to ask:

“Can you tell me what I said?”
Or “Now you tell me how the baby
died” 

When answering a child’s questions
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regarding the death of a baby or the death
of any loved person it is important the child
has heard the adults imparting this
information correctly. Too often both
children and adults, also, will misunderstand
or process only some of the information
provided. This can leave them more
confused and perhaps even fearful.
Uncertainty is often a cause of emotional
distress. Further, it is well documented that
whenever information is presented following
a traumatic event, difficulty in processing
and retaining this information occurs. It is of
vital importance to ask a child to repeat
what has been said therefore checking that
there has been no harmful misinterpretation
of content. 

5. A child’s view of grief:

In a similar process to that for adults, grief for
a child is a process that unfolds over time.
Children who may at first seem unmoved by
the death may then evolve into anger,
sadness and resentment. Adults need to be
aware of the way children are processing
their grief and be ready to act on their needs
at this tragic time. Many parents may need
validation that the choices they are making in
including their children are appropriate.
Parents are encouraged to let children take
part in the grieving process and, in particular,
to express their fear and anger.

Children understand death in different ways
depending on their age and developmental
level. Pre-school children view death as
reversible – a temporary state. School age
children are more concrete in their cognitive
abilities to conceptualise death. However,
there is still an ego protective function
operating where they believe that if they are

clever they will avoid death. Adolescents are
capable of abstract reasoning and
understand the finality of death although
they may be reluctant to share their thoughts
about death with their parents or other
adults. 

6. Should they go to the
funeral?

Children need to be able to make an
informed choice about whether or not they
would like to go to the funeral. Explain to
the children what they will see at the funeral.
Describe the church, the coffin and the
behaviour of others they may observe such
as crying. If children choose to go to the
funeral always have an adult prepared to
leave the funeral and take them outside or
home if they become distressed. Tell
children that this escape option will be
available to them at any time. Ensure they are
aware that you may be quite distressed and
crying also but normalise that behaviour by
explaining that this is merely an expression
of love for the baby or person who has
died. An example of such an explanation
could be: “When the person is not there to
hold and love, grief is the way we go on
loving them and therefore it is quite normal –
tears are just “liquid love”.

7. Behaviour problems?

At times of intense emotional trauma such as
the death of a loved family member, our
children can develop feelings of insecurity.
This is most likely to occur when we are
distracted by our own grief process and
children sense our withdrawal. These
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insecure feelings may present as anger
outbursts or defiant behaviour which can
lead to disciplinary action from parents. This
can then result in a cycle of withdrawal as
described in the model below: 

It is important for parents to recognise the
insecurity and fear that may underline acting
out behaviour and make time to talk through
children’s concerns. If inappropriate
behaviour persists it would be advisable to
seek advice from a trained grief counsellor.

8. Suggested grief work
activities for children:

Mourning rituals can be extremely powerful
in providing an opportunity to outwardly
express our sorrow. They can also give
meaning and structure to our feelings.
Further, they provide the opportunity to “do”
something when we are at our most
powerless and vulnerable. 

1) The Service:

Offer the children an opportunity to be
involved in any service for the baby. Some

children will choose to write the baby a
letter, draw a picture, read a poem or let go
of some balloons at an appropriate time in
the service. Such items can be placed in the
baby’s coffin or alternatively kept in a
memory box.

2) Special Garden:

Identify a section of your garden as a place
to design a special memory garden where a
tree or rose can be planted, statue or water
feature erected or annuals planted for
ongoing work in memory of the child’s
brother or sister. You can be as creative as
you wish in designing this very special place
where quiet time can also be spent. If you
plan to move to another home consider
buying a plant that you can take cuttings
from to recreate the garden at another
location. These cuttings can also be offered
as gifts to Grandparents in memory of the
baby. 

3) Memory box

Go shopping as a family for a special
memory box where copies of letters or
drawings for the baby can be kept. On the
anniversary of your baby’s birth (even if it is

(Adapted from Geldard and Geldard; 1998)
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also the day your baby died) you may wish
to buy a small gift and place it in the
memory box.

4) Write a letter

The following is an example of a letter sent
to a sibling for the sibling to keep and return
to later as they move through different stages
of understanding of the grief process:

Dear Yasmin Courtney-Jayde

You are a very special little girl with a very
big heart. We thank you for being beside us
through such a difficult stage in our life, to
dry our tears and remind us of what we truly
have to be thankful for…not what we don’t,
and we wish we did!

Like all parents we wanted to protect you,
and would have done anything to avoid
your heart breaking so young, although
unfortunately we couldn’t. But what we can
do is continue to share life experiences
together as a family and keep our little man’s
memory alive by ensuring he has the
brightest home at the cemetery to visit, the
biggest photo on our wall, the brightest
candle burning, the brightest star in the night
sky, the first decoration on the Christmas
Tree, Bunny Ears at Easter, always share a
cake on his birthday and send balloons on
special occasions up into the Heavens for
Malachi and the other little Angels to play
with. If these new traditions bring a smile to
your little face then it’s all worth it.

We love you and cherish you.

Love always Mummy and Daddy XXX

5) Gifts to share

At Christmas my children look forward to
buying a present for their siblings who have
died and taking it to the K-Mart tree to place
it on there as a gift from our babies to other
babies who may not get a present on
Christmas morning. At Easter they offer Easter
eggs they have bought for them to the
Brotherhood of St Lawrence to give children
who do not get Easter eggs. These gifts are
bought with their siblings in mind. This
activity can be applied to any loved family
member who has died.

6) Star Babies

Several years ago the Bonnie Babes
Foundation was offered a star in recognition
of the work carried out by the foundation.
Parents have found it useful in the past to
use this star as a focus for children when
there is a need to think of the baby having a
place to “be” – a star where lots of babies
live. This is very useful for families with
spiritual foundations where the parent and
child may want to say a prayer together
outside looking to the heavens and focusing
on their special star. 
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Suggested Activities for
children:

1. Prepare pens, paper, glue, textured
materials, paint etc. and invite your child
to create something for the baby. This
could be a picture, mobile, a painting or a
window decoration. 

2. Invite your child to write a letter or poem,
or compose his or her very own song.

3. Write a story for the baby.

4. Write the baby’s life story telling how the
family felt about this baby.

5. Design the baby’s special garden and
write a list of the plants needed to create
the garden.

6. Design a special Christmas ornament to be
placed on the Christmas tree each year.
Indicate the year on the ornament and
watch as they make your tree more special
as years go by. Adding this ornament each
year also includes your special baby in the
joy of every Christmas morning as children
open their presents. 

9. Seeking the help of
trained counsellors:

Parents often seek and welcome consultation
and advice about how to deal with talking
to surviving children. Trained counsellors can
be invaluable at this time, offering
reassurance to parents and guidance
regarding the need to be honest with
children to answer their questions and to
include them in the grief process. 

If you would like to talk to a trained
counsellor regarding your grief and be
offered options for referral to assist your
children call the Bonnie Babes Foundation
on (03) 9803 1800 or Email on
enquiry@bbf.org.au. This is a free service 24
hours a day and 7 days a week. 
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10. Child’s Story: Twinkle
and Toby

All was quiet. Mother duck sat patiently on
her egg dreaming about her baby who
would be with her very soon.

“I have brought you some more food,” said
father duck. Mother duck was very grateful as
she had been sitting on her egg for a long
time.

Peck peck peck.

Mother duck jumped off her egg just in time
to see a tiny yellow beak pushing through
the eggshell. The yellow beak was followed
by a fluffy yellow head. She saw two bright,
sparkly eyes. Suddenly it wasn’t quiet any
more as the tiny duckling began some
quacking noises saying: “I am very hungry”.

Looking at her sparkling eyes, mother duck
said: “Well my hungry little one, your name is
Twinkle.” She offered Twinkle some of the
food father duck had brought, and like all
babies do it wasn’t long before Twinkle
settled down for a nice long sleep. 

As the days went by Twinkle explored her
home. Little by little she ventured further
away. She was a very good swimmer and
loved to play amongst the reeds near the
bank of the pond although she did not
realise her mother and father always kept a
close eye on her. Twinkle discovered they
were not alone in the pond. Her favourite
game was to play hide and seek with Fergus
the Frog and Wally the Water Rat. Twinkle and
Wally were very good at hide and seek. They
could swim very quickly amongst the reeds.
Sometimes they would let Fergus find them

so he did not feel too left out. It was great to
have friends and life in the pond was
fabulous. 

One day Twinkle returned to the nest to find
her mother and father very excited. “We have
some wonderful news,” they said. “Soon you
will have a brother or a sister to play with.”

With her sparkling eyes Twinkle saw a shiny
white egg in the nest. She was very excited
too. At first she wanted to help her mum
keep the egg warm but as the days went on
it just seemed too long to wait so she would
go and play with her friends. 

One day returning from hide and seek with
Wally and Fergus, Twinkle saw her mum and
dad looking very sad. “We have something to
tell you Twinkle,” they said. She looked at
the nest and there was her brother Toby
lying very still. He had fluffy yellow hair just
like Twinkle but his eyes were closed and he
was not hungry and making lots of noise like
Twinkle when she was born. Twinkle’s mum
and dad were crying and Twinkle was very
confused.

“What happened?” she asked. “Why is he not
waking up?”

“Your brother Toby died before he was
born,” her parents explained. “And now we
will find a special place for him to be. But
he will always live in our hearts, even though
he won’t stay in the nest with us.” 

Twinkle and her parents took Toby to a part
of the pond that was very beautiful. The sun
was sparkling on the water and the reeds
were soft and a lovely shade of green. They
made a special nest for him out of the soft
reeds. 
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“We will always love you Toby” they said. 

As Twinkle grew through the years she
would often visit that special place and talk
to Toby. She told him about her adventures
with Wally and Fergus. Sometimes she would
bring him a gift of a beautiful water lily she
had found. At first Twinkle felt like she
would never be happy again. But as time
went by the sadness turned into warm
memories of her little brother and these
continued to live in her heart always. 

Sometimes at night Twinkle snuggles very
close to her mother and father and they look
up at the stars. Twinkle has a special star that
reminds her of Toby and it is the brightest of
them all.

You may wish to ask your child the following
questions about this story:

1. How do you think Twinkle felt when she
found out her brother had died?

2. Do you think Twinkle was scared when
she saw her mummy and daddy crying?

3. Do you think Twinkle thought she might
die too?

4. How should Twinkle tell her friends her
brother had died?

5. Will Toby ever come back to live in the
nest?

6. Where does Toby live next?

7. Do you think it would help Twinkle to ask
her parents questions about what
happened?

8. What questions might Twinkle have?
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