helping your teenager cope with grief
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Each year thousands of teenagers experience the death of someone they love. When a parent, sibling, friend or relative dies, teens can feel the overwhelming loss of someone who helped shape her or his developing self-identities. 
What Teens Need from You:
Teens need for you to be a caring adult who will let them know that it's all right to be sad. They may also feel other emotions such as anger, confusion and numbness. They need to know that whatever they are experiencing is okay. It’s helpful if you share your own thoughts, concerns and feelings and allow them to see you express your grief. Sometimes adults don't want to talk about death and assume that this will spare young people some of the pain and sadness of loss. The reality is that your teen is grieving, and if the subject of the death is ignored, she or he will suffer from feeling isolated and alone.
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Rather than waiting for teens to start a conversation, it’s helpful to ask them if they want to talk about the loved one's death. Be open about your own feelings or difficulties regarding your loved one's death.  Then just listen, without judgments or solutions.  It's okay to share and discuss your religious beliefs, however, try not to react negatively if your teen is expressing beliefs that are different from the accepted family practice.  Older teens are likely to be developing their personal faith practices and need to feel respected for their individual choices. When you are the adult companion to a bereaved teen, particularly if you are a parental figure, you may become the target for their anger and even cruel remarks.  This can be especially difficult to tolerate if you are experiencing your own grief.  Try not to respond in ways that will put up walls between the two of you.  You may be able to shift the focus when you reflect back to them something like: "It sounds as if you are angry.  Could you tell me more about what you are feeling?"  Hopefully, the teen will be able to express some of the underlying pain they are trying to mask with hostility or withdrawal.
What You Need to Know about Your Teen's Grief: 
People of all ages struggle with the death of a loved one, but adolescents may face especially difficult adjustments following the death. Teens are already going through tumultuous changes in body image, behavior, relationships,  and emotions.  As they break away from their parents to develop their own identities, conflicts often arise within the family system. A teen typically needs to create some distance from parents or guardians at this stage in their lives, yet this can complicate their experience of grief.  For example, if a parent dies during a time when the teenager may be emotionally pushing the parent away, the teen can be left with a sense of guilt and “unfinished business.”
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At the same time your grieving teen is confronted by the death of someone she or he loved, your teen also faces pressures in their school and social environment.   Teens are doing schoolwork, trying to fit in with their peers, perhaps working part-time, or helping with family responsibilities. Even though teens may be physically developed and seem to be as mature as adults, they need your support and compassion.
Many Teens Are Told To “Be Strong.”
Many adults who lack understanding of their own grief experience may discourage teens from sharing theirs. Bereaved teens may display signs that they are struggling with complex feelings, yet they may feel pressured to act as though they are doing better than they really are.  When a parent dies, a teen might be told to “Be strong,” or “Now, you will have to take care of your family.” Some teenagers assume they need to be stronger than they are capable of.  When an adolescent takes on the responsibility to care for the family, it may rob them of the opportunity to do healthy grieving. Teens may feel as if they will not survive the pain of their own grief, and be overwhelmed trying to support the rest of the family.

Teens Often Experience Sudden Deaths. 

The loss that teens experience often comes suddenly and unexpectedly. A parent may die of a sudden heart attack, a sister or brother may be killed in an auto accident, or a friend may commit suicide. The very nature of these deaths can result in a sense of numbness, trauma, and shock.

Support May Be Lacking.
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Don’t assume that adolescents have supportive friends and family who will be continually available to them. In reality, this may not be true at all. Sometimes we imagine that teenagers will always find understanding and comfort from their peers. Teens may find that unless their friends have experienced grief themselves, they may ignore or minimize the subject of death in order to avoid feeling helpless. 

Signs a Teen May Need Extra Help:

There are many reasons why healthy grieving can be especially challenging for teenagers. Some grieving teens may behave in ways that seem inappropriate or frightening. Be aware of symptoms of chronic depression: sleeping difficulties, extreme isolation, restlessness, signs of low self esteem, talking of suicide, academic failure or indifference to school-related activities. Other behaviors to be aware of might include:

· eating habits may change 
· deterioration of relationships with family and friends 

· risk-taking behaviors such as drug and alcohol abuse, fighting, and sexual experimentation 

· denying emotional pain while at the same time acting “like everything is fine.” 

To help a teen who is having a particularly hard time with her or his loss, explore the full spectrum of helping services in your community. School counselors, hospice, spiritual communities, and private therapists are appropriate. The important thing is that you help the teen find safe emotional outlets. 
Support Groups Are Often Helpful.
Peer support groups are one of the best ways to help grieving teens heal because they’re more likely to trust other teens. In a teen grief support group, teens feel safe to tell their stories as much and as often as they like.  They may be able to acknowledge that the death has resulted in their life being forever changed. You may be able to help teens find such a group. Also, there are web site-based groups devoted exclusively to teen grief.  A list of these can be found in another article: "teens help other teens on the Internet with death and grieving…" Also you can contact the “Dougy Center” for a list of teen support groups in your area: http://www.dougy.org/
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Understanding the Importance of the Loss:
Remember that the death of someone loved is a shattering experience for an adolescent. As a result, the teen’s life is under reconstruction. Consider the significance of the loss and be gentle in all of your helping efforts. Grief is complex. It will vary from teen to teen. Caring adults can communicate to teens that they don’t need to hide or be ashamed of their feelings.  Let them know that grief is a natural expression of love for the person who died.  With love and understanding, adults can support teens through this vulnerable time and help make the grief experience a valuable part of a teen’s personal growth and development. 
Adapted from “Helping Teenagers Cope with Grief" by Alan D. Wolfelt, "Guidelines for Helping  Grieving Teens" by Tom McLeod, and “The Grieving Teen" by Helen Fitzgerald.

Provided by Gerard's House, a grief support center for children, teenagers and their families in Santa Fe, New Mexico. For more information please contact us at (505) 424-1800 or gerardshouse.org.
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