
T
he issue of child poverty is still very
prevalent in Ireland today. Although
in many cases it is hidden poverty in

that it is not as visible or public as the effects
say of the famine on the children in Niger,
nonetheless its effects can still last a lifetime. 

The latest statistics from the Combat Poverty
Agency (2005) Ending Child Poverty report
reveal that 148,000 children aged 0-18 years
were living in consistent poverty in 2003 –
this represents 14.6% of all children who
were living in households with incomes
below 60% of the national median income
and experiencing enforced basic deprivation. 

This equates to one in seven children living
in consistent poverty. Barnardos believes this
scale of child poverty is unacceptable given
the overall economic and employment

growth that Ireland has experienced in the
recent past. For the children themselves it
results in a loss of opportunity and a sense
of exclusion, as they are unable to
participate fully in society to the same
extent as other children. 

This loss of opportunity means that
children living in poverty can experience
higher incidences of literacy difficulties, early
school leaving, poorer health and, at a later
stage, more frequent spells of unemployment. 

In response to child poverty, the Government
has placed a far greater emphasis on
income support for families and less on
subsidised quality services for children.
While there has been progress in relation
to access to childcare for children from
poorer families, there are still many parents
who cannot access quality and affordable
childcare. In addition there has been
inadequate investment by the Government
in health services, primary education and
housing. Both the Combat Poverty Agency
and the National Economic and Social
Council in their report Developmental
Welfare State (2005) call for much greater
investment in public services. Also the
National Children’s Strategy (2000) prioritises
as one of its national goals that children will
receive quality supports and services. 

Barnardos believes it is a combination of
financial supports for families and quality
accessible public services that are key to
eliminating child poverty. Barnardos’ Advocacy
Department is rolling out a national campaign
on child poverty in Autumn 2005 with the
aim of informing the public and lobbying
politicians for positive change for all children. 

Editorial
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Anne Conroy Editor
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GRÁINNE GORMLEY
Bereavement Counsellor, Sólás

Introduction

In 1996, Sólás, a bereavement counselling service for children and families,

was established by Barnardos. In the decade since its genesis, Sólás has

developed six interrelated services which are provided by counselling

teams in Dublin and Cork and supported by a national phone line. 

In this article, I will offer a brief overview of the Sólás service, outlining

how each strand of the service aims to engage with and support the needs

of the bereaved child. I will then focus specifically on the counselling

context, describing how the service operates and highlighting some aspects

of my own therapeutic work with bereaved children and families. 

SÓLÁS:
Supporting the
Bereaved Child
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AN OVERVIEW OF THE SÓLÁS SERVICE
Sólás provides support in six key areas:

Sólás Helpline
Early intervention service
Long-term bereavement counselling
Training and consultancy
Research
Development and dissemination of resource materials

SÓLÁS HELPLINE
This national service, which is manned by trained volunteers and
supported and supervised by Sólás counsellors, offers information,
listening and support to members of the public who have concerns
about childhood bereavement. This Helpline also acts as a direct
referral to the Sólás Counselling Service.

In 2004, the Sólás Helpline responded to 217 individual calls. A
survey of these calls revealed that:

The majority of calls were received from mothers, social
workers and teachers.
The primary concerns expressed by callers were how to
respond to children’s reactions to a death and what to tell a
child about a death.
While the majority of callers were seeking information and/or
support, 30% of callers requested counselling for children.

The Helpline has a clearly preventive function, the information and
support provided by Sólás volunteers serving to reassure and
empower parents and carers, connecting them with appropriate
services and countering their feelings of isolation. 

EARLY INTERVENTION SERVICE
The early intervention service was initiated as a response to the
growing number of children and families who present following a
sudden or traumatic bereavement, for example, murder, suicide or
road traffic accident. This service, which aims to offer families an
initial appointment as soon as possible following the referral,  is
characterised by short-term, focused work (4-6 sessions) which
seeks to address the immediate emotional needs of the family.

SÓLÁS LONG-TERM BEREAVEMENT COUNSELLING
Long-term bereavement counselling is offered to children and
families who, typically, do not request counselling immediately
following the bereavement but at some remove from the event,
and whose current difficulties, for example, challenging behaviours,
school refusal, are connected to the experience of loss. Following
their referral to Sólás, families are placed on a waiting list – a 4 to
12 week wait, depending on demand for the service – and the
therapeutic engagement can last anything from a couple of weeks
to several years.

SÓLÁS TRAINING AND CONSULTANCY
Sólás offers training and consultancy to groups and organisations
whose work brings them into contact with bereaved children.
Participants are given information, skills and support to enable
them to respond appropriately to bereaved children, to understand
children’s responses to death at different stages of development
and to develop a supportive context within which children can

reconnect with their peers and community following a
bereavement. Like the Helpline, the training offered by Sólás is
preventive in focus, the skills acquired by participants enabling them
to connect with many children throughout the country who
require support following a bereavement. Groups with whom we
are facilitating training include the Irish Hospice Foundation and
NUI Maynooth (Training Course for School Guidance Counsellors).

SÓLÁS RESEARCH
Sólás is committed to engaging in bereavement-related research,
recognising the need to evaluate which supports have the greatest
impact on bereaved children and their families and using this
information to drive service and policy development. Sólás research
projects aim to draw on the experiences and voices of the bereaved,
research outcomes thus reflecting the true experiences and needs of
children and families rather than our perceptions of their needs. 

Sólás is currently conducting a piece of qualitative research, ‘Talking
to Children about Suicide,’ in conjunction with the National Suicide
Review Group. And later this year, we will be undertaking a significant
piece of evaluative research which will focus on measuring the
outcomes for children and families who use the Sólás  service. 

DEVELOPMENT AND DISSEMINATION OF RESOURCE
MATERIALS
In order to raise awareness of issues related to childhood
bereavement, Sólás currently distributes the following:

Sólás service leaflet
A guide for parents/carers entitled Death: Helping Children
Understand
Someone To Talk To: A Handbook on Childhood Bereavement

In addition, Sólás is currently developing a booklet for teenagers on
coping with bereavement and also aims to develop and distribute a
leaflet on coping with sudden/traumatic death.

While each strand of Sólás is shaped by distinctive, autonomous
elements, there is clearly a complementary aspect to the service,
the interface between each service-component creating a
circularity that is driven by our commitment to placing the needs of
the child at the heart of our work.

SÓLÁS COUNSELLING SERVICE 
Because the experience of loss cannot be generalised and because
a child’s experience of the world is shaped by myriad factors, no
two children will respond and react to the death of a loved one in
the same way. While some children appear to accept, cope with and
process a bereavement without the need for therapeutic intervention,
for other children, the grieving process, for a variety of reasons,
becomes compromised and their emotional inner life becomes a
tangle of confusion and distress. For these children, loss is experienced
as a series of painful emotions expressed through challenging and
sometimes distressing behaviours. Their expression of loss can manifest
in many ways. Some children generate anger, others become silent.
Some children cling to other family members, others isolate
themselves. Some children regress to earlier behaviour patterns
such as thumb-sucking and bedwetting, others assume a more adult
role than their level of maturity can either support or sustain. 
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Bereavement counselling provides a safe, contained space within
which children, with the support of a therapist, can process the
impact of a bereavement, express their thoughts and feelings
concerning death, and confront and work through their fears. 

REFERRING A CHILD FOR BEREAVEMENT
COUNSELLING
While most referrals are received via the Sólás Helpline, written
referrals are also received from social workers, child guidance clinics
and schools. Referrals are discussed at weekly team meetings and
the decision to offer a child an appointment within the Early
Intervention Service or to place the child’s name on the waiting list
is based on an assessment of the issues highlighted in the referral. If
the team infers from the information provided that a child is in
considerable distress, that the traumatic nature of the bereavement
has produced intense feelings of shock and confusion and that the
child and other family members might benefit from short-term, focused
work, then the child is assigned to the Early Intervention Service. 

In 2004, 25% of referrals received were for children who had been
bereaved during the previous three months. The second highest
number of referrals (23%) was for children who had been bereaved
more than three years previously. Bereavement research shows
that therapeutic interventions offered soon after the bereavement
are beneficial for children (Schut et al., 2001). However, research also
suggests that interventions offered at a later stage in the grieving
process are more successful because the immediate trauma of the
death has been processed and the work has a clearer, less chaotic
focus. The upcoming Sólás research project is likely to address these
findings in evaluating these two service strands.

GOALS OF THERAPY
While the aim of both early intervention and long-term counselling
is to support, counsel and empower bereaved children and families,
each counselling strand is characterised by goals specific to the
nature and experience of the bereavement. Many children who
have been bereaved following a traumatic death, for example, are
not given an honest, transparent explanation as to the cause of
death. While this is often motivated by a desire to protect, it can
have an adverse affect. If children are given no information at all, it is
possible that they will make up their own stories, which can be
more frightening than the actual facts. And if children are given a
version of the truth, it can cause confusion, as the story they have
been told does not fit with what they are hearing within the family
and in the community. Therapy in the Early Intervention Service
focuses on helping children and families to develop a meaningful
way of talking about the death and finding ways to communicate
with each other a shared understanding of the death. Therapy also
involves normalising the variety and intensity of grief responses and
empowering family members to identify and engage with the
resources and strengths they already have.  

While the Early Intervention Service focuses on discrete aspects of
the bereavement experience, for example, the creation of a shared
story of the death, long-term counselling adopts a broader
perspective. As well as addressing the issues that can present

following a traumatic death, long-term counselling focuses on
helping children and families to adjust to a world without the
deceased person, creating a meaningful story about the child’s
relationship with the deceased person and assisting the child in
building resilience and trust in self and the world again. 

ENGAGING WITH THE CHILD AND THE FAMILY
While it is often the case that a single child from a family is referred
for counselling, all family members and anyone else of significance
in a child’s life are usually invited to attend the first session. The first
session, be it as part of the early or long-term service, is usually
devoted to establishing a connection with the family and engaging
with the children in a gentle, nondirective way. A plan for therapy is
co-created with the family, an intervention aimed at addressing the
family’s specific needs, mindful that the family itself is the expert on
their own experiences. 

Deciding who will attend each subsequent session is a vital part of
this process. Sometimes, the needs of the child are best served by
working solely with the parent or parents for a while. When a
parent has lost his or her partner, for example, it can be useful to
devote some time to exploring how the expression, or not, of the
surviving parent’s grief might be affecting the child. Working with
adults in the family can also help to clarify certain aspects of the
bereavement and how they are impacting on the child, or how to
identify and engage with supports for themselves within the
community. 

As well as parent/carer sessions, Sólás also offers joint child-
parent/carer sessions, sibling sessions and family sessions. Family
sessions can be especially useful, as they provide a window into the
family dynamic: who talks to whom, who is most outgoing/
withdrawn, who speaks about the deceased, who doesn’t. However,
most of our work is done within individual child therapy sessions.
Last year, for example, the number of counselling sessions provided
to the 260 children and adults who utilised our service showed the
following breakdown of session-type: 

Individual Child Therapy Sessions 974 

Joint Child-Parent/Carer Sessions 559

Family Sessions 379 

Parent/Carer Sessions 215

Case Reviews 140

Sibling Sessions 104

Professional Consultations 35

WORKING THERAPEUTICALLY WITH CHILDREN –
THEORETICAL CONTEXT
As a bereavement counsellor with Sólás, my work is informed not
only by the ideology that underpins the Sólás service, but also by
the theoretical perspectives generated by professional training –  in
my case, training in systemic family therapy. As a systemic therapist,
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and families is supported, in particular, by a belief that our
knowledge of the world is constructed through language and that
our experience of the world is shaped by context (Anderson and

Goolishian, 1988; McNamee and Gergen, 1992; Anderson, 1995). The application
of these tenets to my work with Sólás means that I attend in
particular to the language used by the child and family when talking
about the experience of bereavement, and also to the words and
phrases that colour their communication with each other. By entering
into the family’s linguistic landscape, the therapeutic relationship is
strengthened and the process of grieving is supported within a
shared channel of communication. 

I am also mindful of the contextual factors that shape a child’s
experience of bereavement: the context of the child’s relationship
with the deceased; the context of the child’s life without the
deceased; and the context of the child’s developmental stage.
However, while some contextual elements of the bereavement
experience may be viewed as supportive, nurturing and empowering,
for some children, the context within which they experience loss is
characterised by deficits and disempowerment.

A review of some of the factors that

shaped the lives of the children who

utilised our service last year, for

example, revealed that 23% of the

children had come from families with

a history of parental separation, 22%

had experience of multiple

bereavements, and 17% had a family

history of drug/alcohol abuse.

These statistics illustrate how complex the context of bereavement
can be for some of the children we support – a family history of
drug or alcohol abuse, of parental separation adding further layers
to the experience of loss. While statistics for 2004 also show that
sudden illness (29%) and anticipated illness (25%) were the dominant
cause of death, the national increase in deaths by suicide is also
reflected in our own figures, with suicide accounting for 20% of
bereavements. The traumatic impact of these deaths on children
can be exacerbated by the stigma, secrecy and shame that
surround the taking of one’s own life.

WORKING THERAPEUTICALLY WITH CHILDREN –
PRACTICE CONTEXT
One of the challenges for me in working with bereaved children,
especially given my advocacy of language as the currency of
communication, has been to recognise the richness of non-verbal
communication. While my engagement with adults and older children
continues to be situated within linguistic modes of communication,
I also draw on the creative mediums of ar t and play to facilitate
expression and communication in individual child therapy sessions. 

Each of our counselling rooms contains a sand box, doll’s house,
painting equipment and an extensive range of toys, including dolls,
puppets, building blocks, games and dressing-up clothes. Children
are invited to choose a toy or activity and I either participate in the
play, if appropriate and if invited to do so, or observe and help the
child process what is being expressed through play. 

How a child engages with a toy or activity creates an external
representation of their internal processes. Common patterns of
play among bereaved children include, for example, the burying and
reburying of toys in the sand, the use of black paint and abstract
images in ar t work, and fantasy play involving the toy medical kit
and a ‘making better’ scenario. While these forms of expression
have a clear resonance with a child’s experience of bereavement,
some play is more difficult to interpret. However, I have found it
useful, when helping a child process the emotions expressed
through less overt play, to attend equally to how the child is playing
as well as to what the child is playing with.  

Katie (not her real name), a 10 year old girl, whose mother had died,
had spent several therapy sessions playing with the doll’s house,
arranging each room carefully with matching furniture and a large
family of dolls. Each week, she would comment on how tidy and perfect
it was. I interpreted her need to create something perfect and complete
as an attempt to maintain a fantasy of home-life that included her
mother, and also as a means of containing her grief. I believed, however,
that if she could release rather than suppress her grief, it would help
her to negotiate the painful reality of her mother’s death. 

At the next session, Katie did not play with the doll’s house, but instead
engaged briefly and rather aggressively with a variety of toys in the
room. When she came to the sand box, she began to throw the sand
about, spilling it on the floor and flinging it in my direction. This behaviour
contrasted sharply with how Katie had played during previous sessions.
Where her earlier play had been characterised by gentleness and care,
this session was marked by aggression and disruption. I decided to
check Katie’s behaviour and asked her to stop making such a mess, a
request I attempted to communicate in a gentle yet firm manner. Katie
clearly experienced it as a reprimand, though, and her eyes filled with
tears. I remember thinking that I had failed her, that I had added yet
another layer to her feelings of sadness. Yet, as I sat with Katie and her
sobbing increased and tears coursed down her cheeks, I realised that
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my reprimand had, in some way, given Katie permission to grieve.
While Katie’s play with the doll’s house had held her emotions in check,
my response to her uncharacteristic play in this session helped to hold
Katie in a space where her emotions could run unchecked, could be
experienced, processed and assimilated into her young life. 

ENDINGS
Many bereaved children are denied the opportunity to say
goodbye to a loved one. This can happen for a variety of reasons,
for example, the suddenness of the death or a decision not to allow
children attend the funeral. When children are not present at any
stage of the rituals of death, their exclusion can result in their
carrying many unresolved feelings and negative connotations
regarding endings and partings. For these reasons, I believe it is very
important to manage the end of my therapeutic engagement with
a bereaved child in a way that is sensitive to their experience of
loss, planning together how we will end therapy and how we will
say goodbye to each other.

Amy (not her real name) is a 12 year old girl with whom I worked
for 11 sessions, following the death of her sister. We agreed that we
would spend our final session creating something that would
symbolize our time together. Using craft paper and scissors, we
made a collage that used circles as the primary shape – the circle
had  been an important symbol throughout therapy. As we sat in
the counselling room, quietly cutting out shapes, arranging and
pasting them on a stiff sheet of card, I recalled the many stages of
my engagement with Amy – her anger and frustration, her
disappointment and her tears. I remembered how her grief had
hung heavy in the room for many weeks. Yet, the little girl in the
room on that final day had a lightness about her, an energy that I
hoped had been nourished in some way by the work we had done
together. As we said goodbye, I asked Amy what she would
remember most about Sólás. Would it be the painful, but clarifying,
untangling of the circumstances of her sister’s death, I wondered, or
her coming to terms with the changed relationships within the
family? Smiling up at me, Amy said, “What I’ll remember most about
here? We had a laugh.”

SÓLÁS HELPLINE: 01 4732110
Monday–Friday: 10am–12 noon

Wednesday afternoon: 2pm–4pm
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Some time ago the debate raged as to whether children grieved and the needs of grieving children were
secondary to the discussion around the age of which children reached an understanding of death. Today,
happily this debate is secondary to developing practice which addresses the needs of children who are
experiencing loss. 

T H E O R Y  U N D E R P I N N I N G

Loss & 
Bereavement in
CHILDHOOD

NUALA HARMEY
Medical Social Worker and Bereavement Co-ordinator, 
Children’s University Hospital, Temple Street.
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Children grieve death and miss loved persons as adults do, but not in
the same manner as adults. Age, emotional development and many
other factors determine children's reaction to loss. These determinates
will be discussed later in the ar ticle together with ways in which
children can be helped to cope with the significant loss.

The author has worked for many years with bereaved children and
it is clear to me that while loss deeply affects children – even very
young children – adults often feel uncertain in offering support and

appropriate intervention to such children. Thankfully the former
trend of excluding children from death and the rituals surrounding
it are decreasing, but still exist in some forms. It appears to me that
the reluctance to involve children is often rooted in the adults’ own
fear of death. Adults want to protect children and have a universal
need ‘to make things better for a distressed child’. One cannot
shield a child from the sadness of death but one can support them
through it. It is a fact that the protection offered by adults is very
often perceived as exclusion by the bereaved child.
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This ar ticle will endeavour to explore the theory of children
grieving with practical insights gained from work with bereaved
children over many years. 

THEORY UNDERPINNING LOSS AND BEREAVEMENT IN
CHILDHOOD
All of those involved in the area of childhood bereavement would
agree that the ability to grieve develops as the child matures and is
able to comprehend the finality of death. However, there has been
a lengthy debate as to when a child develops this ability. The
psycho-analytical school maintained that the ability to mourn is not
fully achieved until adolescence, and maintained that the ability to
mourn is dependent on the ability to detach as a person from the
loved object. Most people are familiar with the views of Bowlby1

who famously declared that infants as young as six months
experience grief reactions in response to separation. Nagy2 has a
seminal work on childhood bereavement in which she divides
childhood grieving into three stages where a child perceives death
in different ways depending on their age.

However, unlike the psycho-analytical school other theorists present
childhood grief more in terms of responses set in train by separation.
Those interested in the area should also consult the works of
Spinetta and Deasy3 where the ability of children to have a mature
understanding of death is explored. In this context the work of
Bluebond-Langer4 on children dying of cystic fibrosis is illuminating
of the ability of children to perceive the immediacy of their own
death.

It appears that some of the controversy regarding children's ability
to comprehend or appreciate death, and thus to mourn, centres on
the definition of mourning which different theorists have used in
varying ways. It appears to me, from my observations of children
who have been effected by death, that the ability to be hurt by the pain
of separation indicates that children grieve the loss of a loved one.
Regardless of age, this is the factor which I feel should mobilise help
for the bereaved child, even if the child has no real concept of death.

An important issue when dealing with children aged 4 to 5 is the
concept of “magical thinking”. Fraiberg5 describes this as a period in
which a child of this age may feel that their wishes or thoughts can
be translated into fact. When working with children at this stage of
development it is important to give them an opportunity to talk
about their feelings regarding the dead person and assess if they
have any sense of responsibility regarding the death. I have found
that this is often an issue for children where a newborn or infant
sibling dies, as children often have a sense of ambivalence towards a
new arrival. I recall one four year old who was admonished by his
mother not to shake too much talcum power on his baby sister in
case ‘he smothered her’. This child had great feeling of guilt when
she was a victim of S.I.D.S. the night after this incident. 

FACTORS AFFECTING CHILDREN'S GRIEF
Children are individuals and therefore grieve in an individual way.
However, there are certain factors which are significant determinates
of children's reaction to loss. Worden6 in his book Children & Grief
describes these in great detail but briefly the following issues would
be important in how children deal with loss:

Their involvement around the time of death. 

How their parent (or parents) cope following the death. 
Family functioning prior to and after the death. 
The support available to the child following the death. 
The child's own personality and stage of development together
with factors such as family communication and ways of coping. 

To summarise, children's ability to cope with death depends on a
variety of differing but intertwining factors:

The child's developmental stage and understanding of death –
however this author agrees with the tenet that ability to
respond to separation is the key to grieving and in the author's
experience children as young as four years of age show a
reaction to death.
The presence of a reliable adult, not necessarily the parent
(whom indeed the child may seek to protect) is essential in
providing support. 
Children's reaction to death varies both in intensity and
duration. Indeed children will talk of ‘slipping in and out of
sadness’. This varying of emotional content in itself is distressing
and confusing to many children.

The factors affecting children's grief should be viewed in the light of
children's needs in bereavement and addressed in response to
those needs.

The needs of bereaved children can be summarised as follows:
A need for information 
A need for involvement 
A need to express feelings 
A need for continuity and routine 

It is important to remember that bereaved children suffer a double
loss – they experience not only the loss of the dead person but, at
least temporarily, the emotional loss of their parent or parents as
they knew them. Parents in the aftermath of the death of a partner
or a child are not as emotionally available to their children as they
were before the event. Although it is a constant source of
amazement to me that these parents are able to give such high
priority to their surviving children in the midst of their desolation.

Around the theme of information it is important to remember that
children do not start from the same knowledge base as adults. The
statement that someone has died conveys a myriad of knowledge
to an adult – to a child it is a word. I am reminded of the six year
old boy whose sibling died suddenly and unexpectedly – the
parents involved him, brought him to collect the coffin and then to
the hospital to collect the body for returning home to wake
thechild overnight in their own home. On arrival at the hospital the
little boy refused to go to see the body or to allow it be placed in
the coffin. The adults assumed that everything had moved to fast.
An agreement was made with him to wrap the baby in a blanket
and bring her home in that manner but ‘Tomorrow for the funeral
she must be placed in a coffin’. On that basis the little boy went to
see his sister. He looked closely at the body then announced to his
father, ‘She is not breathing we can put her in the coffin’. The whole
event was so outside his experience he needed visual evidence to
back up factual information. In recalling this little boy I wonder
about other children who are not as fortune to be involved as this
child and could have continuing anxieties about their dead sibling
being unable to breathe.
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The issue is not whether to talk to children or not but rather who
will talk to them. In my opinion parents are the obvious people to
do this as they love and understand the child best. It is not a
solution for professionals to step in and take the parents place but
rather to support and advise parents in this task. We need to work
with parents as colleagues when dealing with their bereaved
children. Children need the opportunity to talk about death, are
happy to be facilitated in so doing and have stated this
unequivocally (Harmey) 7.

Silence on the subject teaches children a dangerous lesson in
dealing with emotion and expression of feelings. Many bereaved
children have expressed sadness and anger at their exclusion. I have
never met a child who has regretted being involved – saddened by
the experience certainly – but clearly feeling it was their right.
Adults’ fears that children will be scarred by the experience is 
not borne out by results. In fact children who are not involved 
or given information are much more likely to experience
frightening fantasies and nightmares. If a child has not got a real
image to base their thoughts on they will fantasise. While
acknowledging the children's rights to be involved, given
information, and allowed to express their feelings, it is important to
acknowledge that the death of a loved one causes pain and hurt to
children, and although all reactions are individual there are some
which are common to most bereaved children. Atle Dyregrov8 has
itemised the most common as:

Anxiety 
Sadness and longing 
Sleep difficulties 
Anger and acting out behaviour 
Guilt, self reproach 
School problems 
Physical complaints

The reactions above are common and children need time to deal
with the effects of such emotion. Time and support should enable a
child to process and move on following a death. Children needing
professional evaluation would, in my opinion, include those who
have a persistent and all pervading difficulty with any of the above.
The important word here is "persistent". Other reactions
sometimes reported in bereaved children include withdrawal and
social isolation and sometimes personality changes. 

SUPPORTING BEREAVED CHILDREN
The majority of children cope with death with the support of
caring adults and are, in my opinion, best served in the aftermath of
a death by participation in a Bereavement Support Group which allows
them to explore their feelings following a death, address misconceptions
and clarify information. Children are protective of their parents and
will often keep concerns to themselves rather than further burden
their grieving parents. The most valuable aspect of the group dynamic
is, however, that of peer support which is an invaluable aid to
children. The desire not to be isolated is deeply embedded in children
and death can be an isolating fact which further adds to the pain and
distress of loss. Working with children in a group setting allows the
facilitator the choice of many tools in assisting children to deal with
the death. These tools range from art to board games; the choice is large
and is dictated by the age, ability and preference of the group. In this
context the Dougy Centre’s9 Facilitating Children's Groups is a useful
addition to any facilitator's library.

There are of course children who require individual counselling
following a death. In this category I would place those who have
had an extreme or persistent reaction to the death and children
effected by certain types of death. For example I have worked
individually with children where the cause of death was the murder
of one parent by the other. In cases of traumatic deaths witnessed
by a child I believe post traumatic stress work should be carried
out as soon as possible. It may well be that the child could later
attend a group if that is appropriate.

My experience of children in bereavement groups would indicate
that, unlike adults, the differing causes of death are not a major issue
to children, nor does a long term illness versus a sudden death
impact on their grieving.

SUMMARY
In conclusion children do grieve after a death having regard to their
age and emotional development. They are entitled to express their grief
and to be given support in the process. Children unsupported following
a death may show little obvious emotion but certainly are at the
risk of developing problems in later life. Unresolved childhood grief
is seen as a cause of depression and anxiety in adulthood.

An accessible service for bereaved children is an entitlement to
‘enable the views of children to be heard in all decision making
which affects them, also to enable children to participate actively,
responsibly in a manner appropriate to their capacity in the family’.10
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CHILDREN’S EXPERIENCES OF 

PARENTAL

SEPARATION
Children attach profound importance to their family relationships
and to their lives within their families. Yet, increasingly, family life and
relationships fluctuate and one family form may be replaced by another.
For many children, these changes in family structure take place at a
very early age and children are, therefore, more likely to experience
multiple transitions during their childhood. Where the security of
previously established family roles and relationships diminishes or
disappears, the experience for children may be characterised primarily
by a sense of loss: the perceived loss of security and protection which

an intact family provides; the potential loss of contact with a non-
resident parent and other extended family members; loss of
continuity and stability in routines, particularly where the separation
involves a change of residence for the children and loss of financial
stability where parents have greater demands on their financial
resources. Children experience parental separation both as a single
event in their lives and as a process continuing over time. Thus,
their sense of loss may be ongoing, heightened at times of family
celebration and ritual such as birthdays and holiday periods. 

10

Dr. Ann Marie Halpenny DIT
Professor Sheila Greene Children’s Research
Centre
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Children’s experience of loss as a result of parental separation has
been compared to the loss experienced due to the death of a
parent. However, it is important to acknowledge the differences in
these experiences. Pryor and Rodgers (2001) highlight one such
distinction through a focus on the notion of abandonment.
According to the authors the notion of abandonment implies ‘an
actual or a perceived deliberate act by a parent’ and this makes a
distinction between parental separation and parental death that is
not made for loss. Where the child’s desire for contact with an
absent parent is not reciprocated by this parent following parental
separation, this may imply to the child that he or she is not wanted.
This in turn, may give rise to feelings of rejection and low self-worth
in children and to a fear of further abandonment, particularly by
the remaining parent. Making sense of the complexity of children’s
experiences of and responses to parental separation is a challenge
involving consideration of the nature of relationships with parents
and other family members, the vulnerability of the particular child,
the history of other losses and further adversity within the family
and the support networks, both formal and informal, available to
the children and their parents. Findings from a comprehensive
review of over 200 research projects on parental separation in the
UK and published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation highlight
the following key issues:

Parental separation is most usefully viewed as a long-term process,
during which support may be needed at any stage in order to
minimise the potential for detrimental effects on children. 
Short-term feelings of loss and distress are common at the time
of the separation but these feelings usually fade with time and
long-term adverse outcomes typically apply to only a minority
of children experiencing the separation of their parents. 
However, these children have roughly twice the probability of
experiencing poor outcomes in the long term compared with
those in intact families. Specifically, children of separated families
have a higher probability of living in poverty, experiencing
behavioural problems and educational difficulties, becoming
sexually active, pregnant or a parent at an early age and are at
greater risk for depressive symptoms. 
(Rogers & Pryor, 1998)

It is important to point out, however, that overall differences in
outcomes between children in separated families and intact
families are slight and depend upon a complex array of factors
including financial hardship, family conflict before and after the
separation, quality of child-parent relationships and contact with
non-resident, and parental ability to recover from the distress of
the separation. Moreover, children themselves, because of
individual characteristics such as gender, temperament, personality
and age, vary in their responses to parental separation and their
vulnerability or resilience in dealing with their parents’ divorce and
remarriage and subsequent changes in family roles, relationships
and processes. 

Insight into children’s perspectives on their family transitions is
invaluable in light of the increasing numbers of separated parents
in Ireland and the relatively recent introduction of divorce (Halpenny,

2005). Parental separation for children often represents their first
experience of transition in close relationships. In Ireland, this transition
provides few established or visible co-ordinates for children to
refer to and be guided by. Researchers and policy-makers have
emphasised the importance of the child’s perspective on parental
separation and family change. Yet, little is known about how
children actually experience and perceive the effects of parental
separation on their lives. To explore children’s perspectives on the
effects of parental separation on their lives in an Irish context, a
qualitative study involving interviews with 60 children, aged 8-17
years of age, was carried out by the Children’s Research Centre in
Trinity College, Dublin (Hogan, Halpenny & Greene, 2002). Children were
encouraged to develop narratives about their experience of the
events and interactions, the feelings and understanding that
comprised their experience of the separation process. In the
following sections, key difficulties for children throughout the
separation process are highlighted.

Separation is more difficult for children when …
There is a great deal of uncertainty about what is happening 
to the family.  
A parent leaves suddenly and unexpectedly.
Children feel confused and uninformed.  
Children are not confident about the commitment of non-
resident parents.  
Parents begin relationships with new partners and do not
adequately discuss the matter with children. 

The importance of clear and open communication between parents
and their children was emphasised in children’s narratives. Children’s
access to information has been shown to be an important factor
in their adaptation to changes in the family following parental
separation or divorce (Dunn, Deater-Deckard, Pickering, O’Connor & Golding,

1999; Fawcett, 1998; Neale & Smart, 1998; Smart, Neale & Wade, 2001) and
this is borne out in the present study. Children who did not know
what was happening and did not have the chance to ask questions,
were likely to feel worried and confused. As the departure of one
parent from the home opens up the possibility of absolute
withdrawal of this parent from the child’s life, children emphasised
the importance for them of receiving open assurances from both
parents of continued commitment following parental separation.
Where continued parental support and commitment were not
explicitly expressed, children were likely to interpret this as
signalling a lack of commitment and engagement in their lives, as
illustrated by this extract:

‘He (non-resident parent) didn’t talk about it with us, he never
ever said it, never met my mum, never helped us…he felt he didn’t
have to help us at all, I suppose’. 

(Girl, aged 14, 5 years since separation)

The importance of negotiation in relationships between children
and new partners was emphasised by children’s descriptions of the
manner in which a parent informed them about a new partner or
introduced them to a new partner. For many children the introduction
of a new partner was initially perceived as an intrusion and a 
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disruptive influence. Ongoing family transition generated fears 
of recurring breakdown and separation as illustrated by the
following extract:

‘I felt things were sort of out of control … out of my reach now.
Like the separation had been the last thing and now things were
taking another step on … and the family was separating even
more and it made me anxious’.

(Girl aged 17, 4 years since separation)

In contrast, clear communication and parents’ attempts to negotiate
and prepare children for the introduction of new partners into
their lives was highly valued and appreciated. 

‘The first time she introduced us, like mom introduced us to him,
he wasn’t forceful, he wasn’t like trying to buy our love or anything,
you could actually see he was very nervous. Because he knew if we
didn’t like him, that was it, because mom said that to us from the
very moment’. (Girl, aged 16, 5 years since separation)

Maclean & Richards (1999) emphasise the need to give more
consideration to practical matters arising in new family arrangements,
such as the impact of step-children and new partners on children.
Clarifying the role of new partners in family settings following
parental separation may have particular significance in an Irish
context, as, for some children, the concept of new family members
is one which is relatively novel and unfamiliar (Hogan et al., 2003).
Partly as a consequence of the recent introduction of divorce in
Ireland, the re-formulation of family settings and the re-definition of
the role of new family members, in terms of step-mother and step-
father, is one which has not yet become established nor visible to
the same extent as has been described in the literature on
stepfamilies in the UK and the US.

Separation is more difficult for children when …
Children’s desire to continue contact with a non-resident
parent is not reciprocated by their parent
Contact with a non-resident parent is inconsistent and
unpredictable
Contact with a non-resident parent is infrequent and
diminishing
There is no contact with a non-resident parent

Frequency of contact with non-resident parents was high in the
present study. According to Emery & Forehand (1996), the most
optimistic estimate of contact with non-resident parents was that
following divorce approximately one third of children see their
fathers once or twice per week. In the present study, twice as many
children (65%–70%) were seeing their non-resident parent at least
once a week and most were seeing them more frequently. However,
there was also support for the concern that fathers and non-
resident parents in general move out of the web of family ties and
obligations expressed in much of the literature on non-resident
parents (Simpson, McCarthy & Walker, 1995; Finch & Mason, 1993). While
frequency of contact was found to be high, a number of children
perceived contact to be diminishing and disengaged. 

At greatest risk for no contact with non-resident parents were
those children whose parents had separated when they were
young and whose non-resident parent had consistently neglected
to maintain contact with a child or children. The predominant view
of the consequences of this loss of contact is that the removal of a
father’s influence has negative effects on the well-being of children
and also on their behaviour (Bradshaw, 1998). According to Richards
(1995), fear of parental loss following parental separation is best
countered if there is continuity in relationships with both resident
and non-resident parents. Emery (1994) draws attention to the
power of parents perceived as uncaring to produce a sense of
continuing anger in their children, a power he suggests is equally
significant as the ameliorative role of positive parenting during
divorce. This anger is illustrated in the following extract in which a
teenage girl describes her response to her non-resident parent’s
lack of commitment to continuing contact with her:

Yeah, I knew there’d be contact but I wasn’t sure of how much,
‘cause of how he’s (non-resident father) kind of unpredictable…I
feel real upset and angry so I kind of don’t want to see him…and
I’d say definitely more effort could have been made on his part’. 

(Girl, aged 17, 4 years since separation)

Separation is more difficult for children when …
Parental relationships are poor
Parental conflict does not abate after the separation
There is little parental cooperation 
Parents speak ill of each other 
Children are worried about the welfare of one or both parents
Children feel over-involved in their parents’ relationship
difficulties

The importance of viewing 

children’s experience of loss 

against a framework which takes 

into account the influences of all

family members was reinforced 

by findings in the present study.

Explicit and ongoing inter-parental

conflict, in particular where there 

was a spillover effect into the child-

parent relationship, was perceived as

damaging and distressing by children. 
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While acknowledging that inter-parental co-operation following
parental separation may be difficult or impossible for the majority
of parents, it is important to point out that small gestures of
respect and civility between parents were highly valued by children
and contributed to better relationships with both parents.
Consistent with this, Trinder, Beek & Connolly (2002) point out that
children’s contact with their non-resident parent is ‘a relational
process, in which the attitudes, actions and interactions of all family
members combine to shape contact.’ The authors go on to point
out that children do not need their parents to have face-to-face
contact in order for their own contact with a parent to continue
and, in the main, are accepting of a parent’s reluctance to engage
with another parent. Most significantly, parents need to avoid
explicit, ongoing inter-parental hostility; and where it continues,
ensure that its effects are not felt beyond the boundaries of the
inter-parental relationship.

Separation is more difficult for children when…
The family is experiencing multiple difficulties.
Parents have mental health problems.
Parents or other family members have substance misuse problems.
There has been family violence.

Parental separation is not the only adversity that some children
face and it is not the only change that occurs in children’s lives.
Complex and individual family circumstances were experienced by
a number of children in the study. The present sample included
thirteen families where parental separation occurred in the context
of fur ther adversity such as domestic violence, alcohol or drug
abuse and mental health problems of parents and/or children.
These difficulties represent further stressors and possible barriers
to positive adjustment for children to post-separation family life.
The needs of children coping with an additional layer of problems,
including alcohol and drug abuse and the mental health problems
of their parents, must be given special consideration in light of these
findings. Where psychiatric problems are the root cause of parental
separation, the provision of family support services and counselling
for all family members is desirable.

CONTINUITY IN FAMILY LIFE FOLLOWING PARENTAL
SEPARATION
Despite the difficulties which children described in their narratives
on the separation process, it is important to emphasise that there
was also much continuity in children’s experiences of family life
following their parent’s separation. Specifically, almost all children
experienced continuity in care-giving by their resident parent which
in most cases was their mother. Most children also continued to
have regular contact with their resident parents and with extended
family members, who were often a source of great support and
comfort to children. Where children had established close, trusting
relationship with parents prior to the separation, these relationships
continued after the separation. However, where problems existed
or where commitment was perceived to have been fragile or impaired
prior to the separation, undoubtedly relationships deteriorated
following the separation. Parental separation is, therefore, best

understood as representing a serious risk to the quality of 
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relationships where there is already evidence of complication or
antipathy. The majority of children also continued to live in the same
house, to attend the same school and this, in turn, facilitated
continuity in relationships with friends and peers.

SUPPORT
For all children, but especially for younger children, parents
constituted the most important source of comfort and support,
helping children to cope with the separation in multiple ways,
through availability, communication, reassurance and in practical
ways. Children also tended to perceive parents as the rightful or
most appropriate source of support. It is also notable that several
children expressed an awareness that that their parents were
under strain and might find it difficult to provide the support they
needed. Children’s narratives also indicated the need for a broad
range of supports for children and their families, including individual
counselling and group-support. These services should be available
at various stags throughout the separation process.

Children are selective about whom they seek and
accept support from. 

The family is the preferred source of support
They see parents as the most important source of support
Children are reluctant to disclose to schoolmates and teachers
Parents and other family members should be supported, to
enable them to support children
A broad range of services in outside agencies need to be
provided in a non-stigmatising way and at various stages
throughout the separation process

Importantly, the present study clearly demonstrates that children
do not see themselves, nor indeed wish to be represented, as passive

victims of their parents’ separation. Children’s competence in articulating
the complexity of their experiences was very evident in their
narratives. Moreover, their depiction of themselves throughout
these narratives was as subjects and agents, with the ability to
review and re-evaluate their roles and relationships in their lives
with their parents post-separation. 

CONCLUSIONS
Children can and do make considerable adjustments when their
parents separate and there is also scope for a good deal of continuity
in family life following parental separation. Findings in the present
study point to the importance of promoting and supporting stable,
long-term contact between children and their non-resident parents,
and open and ongoing communication within families about the
organisation and re-organisation of family life. Consistent with
recent studies in the UK (Trinder et al., 2002; Dunn et al., 2004), findings
point to the importance of considering children’s well-being within
the context of a network of family relationships and the limitations
of relying on the actions of a single individual in order to explain
the processes at work. Findings also indicate the need for varied
forms of service provision that can meet a range of needs within
the family, the developmental needs of children, and the support
needs of parents, including those families experiencing severe
adversity in addition to the stress of family transition. Children’s
accounts of change and continuity following parental separation
point to the importance of considering their experience as an
ongoing process and of being aware that although there may be a
sense of loss, confusion and uncertainty following the separation,
most families move beyond this stage to re-negotiate new roles
and relationships in an altered post-separation family context. 
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FACING
LOSS

COUNSELLING 

YOUNG PEOPLE

Sinéad O’Dwyer
B.A., M.A., Couns Psych., M.I.A.C.P., 
Co-ordinator Kildare Youth Services’ Counselling Service

I was told it would be good to come here…a teacher sent me…so many things have happened to me
recently…I don’t know  where to start…I’m trying to manage the Leaving Cert…probably need to tell
you about my friend who died…he…umm…killed himself…we didn’t really expect that…my uncle died
recently too – he had cancer… 

It was said if I went and talked to someone…it would make it easier somehow…I can’t really talk to
Ma…I don’t get on that well with her…anyway she’s all cut up about my uncle so there is no point in
saying anything to her…the Leaving Cert is only a few weeks away…I don’t know what it is worth to
me right now…it really doesn’t seem important…

We talked about our plans after the Leaving…Danny and I…we were going to go away for the summer
but that’s not going to happen now…his Dad has a house in France…I wish I could go away now…

Kevin (17yrs) - Leaving Cert student

1 5

ChildLinks
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INTRODUCTION
Kevin is typical of the young people who present themselves for
counselling to the Kildare Youth Services’ Counselling Services on a
regular basis. Facing life without someone you love is a painful and
difficult process. Anyone who has grieved for a loved one will
probably relate to the intense feelings of pain and confusion that
can be felt in the aftermath of loss. Children and young people are
in no way exempt from this. While the feelings experienced during
bereavement are widely recognised, ranging from numbness
through to intense sadness, guilt, anger and so on, the ways in
which we deal with loss can vary enormously. 

For some of us, the support of family and friends is enough to
allow us to journey through difficult and challenging times. Dealing
with the emotions of bereavement and loss requires a safe space –
but in a family where others too are grieving their loss, that space
can sometimes be hard to find. This is where the help of a support
group or counselling service can give young people like Kevin the
chance to work through their grief and find ways to help them
cope with their loss.

This ar ticle profiles the counselling service of Kildare Youth
Services, which offers professional counselling to young people
(11-25 yrs) and their families in County Kildare. The focus of the
article is on illustrating the approach which we have found to be
most supportive and helpful in working through loss and
bereavement issues with young people to date.

LOSS AND BEREAVEMENT ISSUES
Young people present to the KYS Counselling Service with a wide
range of issues based on loss and bereavement. The obvious issues
include loss of a friend or family member through bereavement
(accidental, natural and suicide) or losses arising out of parental
separation and divorce. The less obvious issues can be just as
difficult for young people to cope with, and include issues arising
from life events such as adoption, fostering, child abuse, leaving
primary school, leaving post-primary school, losing a pet, relocation
(with consequent loss of friends, neighbours, life-style etc.), decline
in health and so on. All of these can evoke a natural emotional and
behavioural response called ‘grief ’.  The list of possible losses which
can be experienced by children and young people is long, so for
the purposes of this ar ticle I will focus mainly on loss through
bereavement, while touching on loss issues more generally. 

YOUNG PEOPLE AND GRIEF
When a person is permanently faced with being without
somebody they love or something or somewhere they’ve grown
to rely on, the loss can affect their very identity. Issues relating to
loss can pose challenges to us all but can be particularly difficult at
a time in life when self identity and self-esteem are shaping and
developing at such a steady rate. How young people respond to
loss can depend on a number of factors:

Age  
Understanding of loss, e.g. death, divorce, reasons for moving, etc.
Relationships within family

Reaction of other family members to the situation
Overall effect on family
Previous experience of loss in the young person’s life
Culture and religion

In the case of bereavement:
The nature of their relationship with the person who has died
Circumstances of death

A young person dealing with bereavement or other loss can show
a range of signs indicating the emotional challenges that they are
dealing with. However, where those around them notice certain
changes in personality and behaviour as outlined below, this may

indicate the need for support or intervention. 

These warning signs include:
Signs of depression, e.g. sleeping and eating difficulties
Difficulties in school – underachieving, overworking or
mitching
General lack of interest in things that used to interest them
Uncontrollable bouts of crying
Regression to a younger stage, e.g. thumb-sucking, bed-wetting,
baby-talk, etc.
Being silent, withdrawn, self-critical, irritable, indifferent
Self-destructive behaviour – drinking/drug-taking
Premature sexual relationships
Risk taking, e.g. reckless driving
Fear of death/preoccupied by death
Romanticising/glorifying the deceased person
Excessive time spent at the graveside

Support that is sensitive and appropriate can really help young
people and their families move through the feelings associated with
loss and grief. Parents sometimes struggle with how to talk to their
son or daughter about personal issues and feelings. Grief associated
with separation and divorce can have far-reaching implications for
every member of the family whenever it happens. This can leave
parents struggling with their own issues and leave them preoccupied,
volatile and needy. This can in turn result in parents placing
unfamiliar, unreasonable or difficult demands on their children.

We have found it can be very supportive for a parent to explore
with a counsellor around how to manage these situations. Where
parents have a space to work out their own feelings and concerns,
there can often be a knock-on effect in supporting the child or
young person. Parents have also shared that they have found it
useful to discuss concerns they may be having in relation to changes
in personality and behaviour of the child or young person. This can
go some way towards allaying fear and anxiety within the family.

Many young people turn to their peer group for support at times
like this. If friends are supportive, it can be much easier for the
young person to deal with loss. Sometimes however, friends –
although very supportive – don’t quite know how to deal with the
range and strength of emotion that’s there. Having someone like a
counsellor to talk to can help young people feel less isolated. 
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Parental separation and divorce is becoming increasingly prevalent
in Ireland. Both research and our own clinical experience have
shown us that a young person’s psychological needs increase during
and after separation and divorce. The child or young person may
feel huge fear about the future and may struggle with feelings of
loss, abandonment, anger, confusion, hurt, frustration and so on. This
turmoil often experienced by the young person in family break up
or in the aftermath of child abuse may include loss of:

Home and what home means
Security and the protection a ‘family unit’ can provide
Financial stability and the knock-on affect on family members
Trust of past and future
Continuity and the uncertainty which goes with it
What your family has meant to you up til now
Identity
Innocence
Trust in self, other people, authority, society, etc. 

As in the case of all extreme forms 
of loss, the range of emotions and
reactions can be overwhelming at times
for the young person. In the absence of
appropriate and relevant supports, the
young person may likely turn to self-
destructive behaviours to try and deal
with their feelings. This raises the need
for services, like KYS, to continue to
develop accessible and user-friendly
services which give our young people a
safe place in which to deal with their
loss and the subsequent effects which
such loss has on their lives. 
MEETING THE CLIENT
Some young clients we have worked with have described their first
experience of going for counselling  as:

‘I didn’ t know what to expect…’
‘I was scared the first time…my hands were shaking’
‘I thought the counsellor was going to tell me what to do’
‘I thought I’d be asked loads of questions…it wasn’t like that’
‘I wasn’ t sure how I was going to last the session
…an hour seemed so long’

Most people who have been for counselling will recall the first time they
attended. It is often a challenging and scary step and can even be
more difficult when a person is grieving or trying to cope with loss. 
How we meet these young people and how we support them
from their initial contact with the service is critical in helping to
develop a safe place so that the client feels the security and
permission to ‘be’ how they really are. 

The KYS Counselling Service has developed a set of practices that
is geared towards creating a climate of safety from the moment the
client first makes contact. These include:

Providing premises that ensure maximum confidentiality 
for the client.
Providing a comprehensive, user-friendly explanation of the
service in advance of the first session.
Getting written parental consent from both parents/guardians
of clients under 18 years (where possible).
Making a clear written contract with the client from the outset
outlining limits of confidentiality.
Providing a structured opportunity for the client to ask the
counsellor any questions they have about the counselling
process generally.
Being clear with the young person and their parents (if the
young person chooses) about the boundaries of the
counselling relationship.
Discussing how cancellations will be managed.
Discussing the length of sessions – some young people prefer a
shorter session.
Exploring the young person’s expectations of counselling –
distinguishing between what are reasonable and unreasonable
expectations.
Being clear that the young person determines the duration of
counselling.
That referral agents are notified only of the fact that an
appointment has been offered and is not informed of content
of client’s work.
That clients can avail of one-to-one or family counselling
depending on the needs of the young person and their family.
That alternative methods other than talking therapy are
available through which clients can express themselves (e.g. art,
music, sand, visualisation, drama, therapeutic stories, games).

RESPECTING THE YOUNG PERSON
In counselling young people it is important not to underestimate
their emotional or intellectual capacity and need to understand
what is happening around them. Understandably, at times,
concerned adults may sometimes try to shield the young person
from the full facts of what’s going on when someone around them
dies or the family is facing significant life changes. It is important
therefore in counselling that the young person’s understanding of
the experience (whatever it may be) is validated and the process is
led by the young person at a pace which feels safe for them.
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Some clients of Kildare Youth Services Counselling Service are
short-term clients while others need a lengthier time of support.
As a service we do our best to meet each client where they are at.
Thus clients tend to stay within the service for as long as they
individually need without time being a restriction.

As one young person said: 
‘I love talking to my friends usually…but with this I don’t want
them feeling sorry for me...I come for counselling cause I can talk
about how I am and know that you won’t think I’m losing it…if I
get upset…that that’s ok’ (survivor of sexual abuse)

In the experience of loss and the change it can bring to life’s basic
circumstances, young people need to know that:

There is no set way to feel when they experience loss e.g
death of someone, change in life circumstances, etc.
It is ok to cry and feel down 
(or indeed "not", as the case may be). 
It is ok to ask questions. 
They are not "too young" to feel the full impact of what has
happened.
Life is difficult at times and everybody needs a shoulder to 
cry on.
It is common to feel guilt at times about getting on with things.
There will be good days and not-so-good days.

In bereavement:
It is ok to go on living.
It doesn’t mean that they have forgotten the person or don’t
love them anymore if they don’t think about them all the time.
It is not their fault that the person died or that the particular
situation happened.
Learning to forgive themselves for the times they fought,
disagreed or argued with their dead friend, parent or sibling is
part of the process.
Anniversaries can be particularly difficult.

MOVING ON…AFTER LOSS
Some people mistakenly believe that showing emotions is a sign of
weakness. They can give messages which can often leave the young
person feeling confused and invalidated. Some sayings that young
people have shared as having heard in the aftermath of loss include:

‘Big boys don’t cry’ 
‘Life goes on…’
‘Every cloud has a silver lining’
‘You’re the man of the house now…’
‘You need to be strong for…’
‘Don’t be upset…Johnny wouldn’t have wanted that’
‘Crying won’t bring her back’

These are common sayings which, although meant in a supportive
way, can really challenge the permission which young people feel
around expressing their grief. They can inhibit children and young
people from expressing their hurt, pain, shock, disbelief, anger,

confusion or whatever feeling they are experiencing.

In order for people, be they young or old, to move through grief
related to loss, it is critical that they have ways to express their
feelings, and someone understanding and caring to support them
in doing so. 

This often best happens in the family environment where the child
or young person feels the freedom and support to express
thoughts and feelings about their loss and also seek the
understanding of those close to them.

However, some children or young people do not feel safe in their
families, for a variety of reasons. As a result, the system through
which the family operates is not one in which it is easy to express
painful and often "raw" feelings. This is where alternative supports
such as friends, support groups and professional counselling can
play an important role.

Grieving is different for everyone. There is no right way to do it.
Likewise the timeframe for healing is varied and depends on many
factors. As one young person shared after her parents’ divorce, ‘It’s
nine months … I thought I would feel much better by now … but
the pain is still there’.

We are continually learning from young people and their families
and developing new ways in which we can support them. Kildare
Youth Services Counselling Service is committed to continuing to
provide a professional counselling service focused on meeting the
needs of young people (11-25yrs) and their families throughout
Co. Kildare. As young people like Kevin look to us for support and
guidance we need to be able to deliver a relevant accessible service
that validates their pain and allows them the freedom to express it
in a way that is safe and helpful for them. 

I’m feeling a bit better these days…not as up and down…it was a
year last week…my uncle too…ma’s still very cut up…it’s been
hard…Danny’s sister talked to me and explained a bit about what
had been going on for him before he…umm…died…I find it hard
watching everyone…especially our friends…getting on with things
…I really miss him…sometimes it makes me angry…what would
Danny think?...it’s hard…knowing I’ll never know…if only he had
had the chance to talk things out with someone…I wonder if he’d
still be here… 

Kevin (18) - one year after the death of his friend and uncle

KILDARE YOUTH SERVICES
Kildare Youth Services is a voluntary organisation dedicated to providing
a range of quality services; it is proactive in responding to the needs
of young people, their families and communities in Co. Kildare. 

In recognition of the demands of a rapidly changing society, Kildare
Youth Services adopts a multi-disciplinary approach which seeks to
support and enable those we work with to meet the challenges
which face them. Services and projects include: Naas Child and
Family Project, Youth Projects, Tracking and Mentoring Project,
Information Services and Youth Counselling Service.

18
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Kildare Youth Services aims to:
Provide dynamic opportunities for positive personal and social
change in the lives of children, young people, families and their
communities in Co. Kildare.
Provide an integrated service in its own right and in
partnership with other agencies which enhances the situation
and well-being of children, young people, their families and
communities in Co. Kildare.
Promote and advocate the interests of those we work with in
relation to policy service provision and development in the
region (KYS Strategic Plan 2002).

KILDARE YOUTH SERVICES’ COUNSELLING SERVICE
The Counselling Service has been in existence since 1994. Initially
it began on a part-time basis in response to the need for individual
supportive intervention for young people identified through the
work of Kildare Youth Services. In response to demand the Service
continues to expand and to-date offers an out-reach service to seven

towns throughout County Kildare. It is funded by the Health Service
Executive – South Western Area and the Family Support Agency.

The aim of the Service is to provide a free, professional, confidential
counselling and information service to young people (11-25 years)
and their families in target areas throughout County Kildare. All
therapists in the team are accredited with either the Irish
Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (IACP) or the Irish
Association of Humanistic and Integrative Psychotherapy (IAHIP)
and/or are registered counselling psychologists with the Psychological
Society of Ireland (PSI). We work closely with other individuals and
agencies in the community who also aim to provide services to
support the age group we target. This allows for joint pieces of
work and develops links for referral where necessary. As the
service is located where possible in KYS premises where youth
projects exist, the option of linking young people in to relevant youth
groups and other community based groups is a valuable option.

USEFUL WEBSITES:
www.barnardos.ie/services 
www.BeaconHillBooks.com
www.childbereavement.org.uk
www.compassionbooks.com
www.crusebereavementcare.org.uk
www.rd4u.org.uk
www.kys.ie

BIBLIOGRAPHY:
Conger, J. (1997) Adolescence and Youth (5th Edition). New York: Longman

Goldman, L. (2005) Raising Our Children To Be Resilient. A Guide To Helping Children
Cope with Trauma in Today’s World. Brunner: Routledge 

Kanfer, F. H. and Arnold, G. (1991) Helping People Change –
A Textbook of Methods. New York: Pergamon

Kubler-Ross, E. (1978) To Live Until We Say Goodbye. 
New York: Simon and Schuster

Kubler-Ross, E. (1989) On Death and Dying. 
London: Tavistock/Routledge

KYS (2001) KYS Strategic Plan 2002-2006. Naas: KYS

Pfeffer C. R., Jiang, H., Kakuma, T., Hwang, J., Metsch, M. Group Intervention for
Children Bereaved by the Suicide of a Relative. Journal of the American Academy of
Child and Adolescent Psychiatry 2000, 39 (4), 437–444

Trickey, D., Young People Bereaved by Suicide: What Hinders and What Helps,
Bereavement Care Vol 24 (1) 

The Child Bereavement Trust UK (2005) Working to Help Bereaved Families. Pamphlet

childlinks_body8.qxd:childlinks_body8.qxd  27/08/2008  14:36  Page 19



Few things are more traumatic in a child’s life than the death of a family member –

be it a parent, a sibling or grandparent. And in today’s changing society children also

experience another expression of death – the break-up of his or her parents’

relationship, causing pain and grief to children and indeed to everyone in the family

unit. Children sometimes feel at sea and don’t fully understand these situations and

they struggle to cope with these losses. ‘I wish I were dead’, one ten year old child

told her mother, but it is not unusual for children to say nothing, sensing the deep

pain that their parent feel and not wanting to unset him or her further. Adults, who

have lost a partner through separation, divorce or death often struggle so much with

their own pain that they may find it difficult at times to reach out to their children

as well. This is where the Rainbows programmes can be a help and support to

grieving children.

FAMILY
TRAUMA
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SUPPORT FOR CHILDREN
RAINBOWS is an international charitable organisation that fosters
emotional healing among children, youth and adults grieving a life-
altering significant loss such as a death, separation or divorce.
Following the break up of her marriage and subsequent divorce in
1976, an American woman, Suzy Yehl Marta discovered that while
there was support available for her there was little or none
available for her grieving children. This realisation propelled her to
develop materials suitable for children, youth and adults and thus
RAINBOWS was founded in 1983 in Chicago, USA. Since then
RAINBOWS has spread throughout the United States, Australia,
Canada and Europe including Ireland. RAINBOWS IRELAND was
established in 1988 and formally registered as a charity in 1997. The
National Office was also set up in 1997 in Loreto Centre, Crumlin
Road, Dublin for the purpose of handling the overall administration
of RAINBOWS in Ireland.

OVERVIEW
RAINBOWS is a not-for-profit international organisation that offers
training and curricula for establishing peer support groups in
churches, schools and social agencies. These curricula are available
to children and adults of all ages and religious denominations who
are grieving a death, separation or any other painful transition in
their family. 

When a change takes place in a family, whether it is death, divorce,
separation or abandonment, it has a profound effect on all
members of the family. Grieving is a natural process following an
emotional loss. If this grief is not facilitated at the appropriate time
it may be repressed or become chronic. When grief does not have
the opportunity to be expressed it may lead to withdrawn or
aggressive behaviour. 

Grief is an expression of love and a normal reaction to a significant
loss. Sometimes, however, people do not feel able to express their
grief in a way that leads to acceptance and healing. Young people, in
particular, sometimes struggle to express their feelings in words and
need alternative ways to give expression to their pain and loss.
Sometimes parents are suffering at the same time and may find it
difficult to support to support their children as well. Thus grieving
children and young people may need caring adults to support them
through their grief. They need someone they can talk to and trust;
someone who will listen to their story while guiding them through
the grieving process. RAINBOWS offers this support and in co-
operation with parents, provide the milieu where children and
young people can share and explore their grief in a caring and
supportive environment.

Since it is the hope of RAINBOWS that emotional healing is
possible after a significant loss, the purpose of the support groups
is to provide those grieving with the opportunity to share their
feelings in an accepting environment supported by trained, caring
and compassionate adults. 

The aim of RAINBOWS is to assist children and young people in
building a renewed sense of self-esteem, to support them towards
a healthy resolution of the changes that have taken place in their
personal lives and to come to a growing acceptance of the changes
that have taken place in the family unit.

WHAT RAINBOWS OFFERS
RAINBOWS IRELAND offers training and curricula for establishing
peer support groups in schools, parish or pastoral centres and
social agencies. These curricula are available to children, youth and
adults of all ages and religious denominations who are grieving a
death, separation or any other painful transition in their family.

The support programmes for grieving children and youth are age-
related and suitable for the differing age ranges of children and
youth. There are three programmes for primary level children and
three programmes for post primary level. Each programme has
twelve sessions and each session focuses on different aspects of the
grieving process. Each child has a journal where they draw or write
about their own particular experiences as they work in the small
group. 

The small group gatherings are facilitated by volunteers, trained to
facilitate the interactions in these settings. Volunteers are drawn
from the local context – perhaps a school, community or pastoral
centre – and are trained to provide this service. At present we have
approximately 500 locations throughout the country registered to
run the programmes. While other organisations provide one-to-
counselling for children and youth, at present we are the only
organisation in Ireland providing this support in a small group
context.

HOW THE PROGRAMMES ARE ORGANISED AND RUN
The programmes are organised and run by trained volunteers in
school, community or pastoral settings throughout the country.
Groups are organised according to age level and the nature of their
loss. Each session focuses on a particular aspect of the grieving
process: self-esteem, painful feelings, changes in the family unit, etc
and each child has the opportunity to share and journal on these
topics. A key aspect of the programme is the occasion of a
‘Celebrate Me Day’. This occasion is a gathering of all the children
who have participated in the twelve sessions to celebrate its
completion. This celebratory gathering usually incorporates a ritual
of thanksgiving, some outdoor activity or a party for all involved.

HOW RAINBOWS IS HELPFUL
When someone close to a child or young person dies or leaves
h/she feels the pain and hurt of that loss. Sometimes they may not
have anyone to share their pain with; sometimes they may not even
have the words to describe how they are feeling. The pain and hurt
may then be expressed in withdrawn or aggressive behaviour that
does not facilitate the healing process. The slogan for RAINBOWS
is ‘it doesn’t need to hurt forever’ because we believe that when
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children have the opportunity to share their pain and loss, through
sharing, journaling and listening to other children who have similar
experiences they are offered the opportunity to move through
hurt to healing, hope and confidence again. It also fosters in children
an awareness that pain, sadness, anger are normal and natural
emotions to feel having lost a loved one in death or separation.

WHAT CHILDREN THINK OF  RAINBOWS   
How successful these programmes are can only be assessed by the
views and comments of those who take part in them. Each year,
throughout the schools, parishes and pastoral centres of Ireland,
thousands of children and young people benefit from participation
in the RAINBOWS programmes. On completion of the twelve
weeks they are asked for their views and ideas of the programmes.
One of the core comments of participants is their realisation that
they are not alone in their grief when they listen and hear others
sharing their stories of loss and sadness. The sense of solidarity,
mutual understanding and acceptance of each other is also central
as well as the realisation that what they share in their group setting
is confidential and will not be discussed outside this setting. 

At the end of the twelve weeks children and young people are
asked how they have experienced their participation in the
programmes. The following few comments indicate their generally
positive attitude. 

“It helps me know it’s not my fault.”

“I feel kind of happy because I can talk about how I feel.”

“You can talk about problems knowing that the others wont
tell. I feel I can handle my problems better.”

“I feel ok because I used to fight with my mam and now I don’t
unless I’m angry about something.”

“Getting secrets out of your mind.” 

These are a few of the comments made by children following their
involvement with RAINBOWS.

RAINBOWS does not claim to work miracles nor does it attempt
to minimise the fear and hurt that children and young people suffer
as a result of a family break – up through death or separation. It
does, however, attempt to offer children and youth the confidential
space to share their pain and hurt in the supportive and caring
environment of others, allowing them to move through the process
of grieving to engagement in the changed family unit with fresh
hope and confidence. 

FOR FURTHER INFORMATION 
RAINBOWS IRELAND is keen to support those who are grieving
any significant loss in their lives. The National Office is always happy
to provide information and support. 
Our phone number is 01-4734175. 
We also have a range of leaflets and booklets that have useful
information about the organisation. 
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Useful Resources on Loss
The following resources are available from the NCRC:

An Eye To Their Future: Resource Pack for
Working with the Impact of Family Breakdown
Teen Between, 2000

A Special Scar: The Experiences of People
Bereaved by Suicide
Brunner-Routledge, 2001

Bereaved Parents Support Group Handbook 
The Compassionate Friends, 2001

Beyond the Rough Rock: Supporting a Child who
has been Bereaved Through Suicide
Winston's Wish, 2001

Caring for Your Grieving Child: Engaging
Activities for Dealing with Loss and Transition
New Harbinger, 2002

Caught in the Middle: Helping Children to Cope
with Separation and Divorce
Cassell, 2003

Childhood Bereavement: Developing the
Curriculum and Pastoral Support
National Children's Bureau, 2004

Death: Helping Children Understand
Barnardos, 1996

Family Fallout: Young Women Talk About
Family Breakup
Livewire, 2000 

Finding a Way Through When Someone Close
Has Died: What It Feels Like and What You Can
Do To Help Yourself
Jessica Kingsley, 2001

Give Sorrow Words: Perspectives on Loss and
Trauma
Taylor & Francis, 2000

Giving Sorrow Words
Lucky Duck, 2002

Good Grief 1: Exploring Feelings, Loss and Death
with Under Elevens: A Holistic Approach
Jessica Kingsley, 1996

Good Grief 2: Exploring Feelings, Loss and Death
with Over Elevens and Adults: A Holistic Approach
Jessica Kingsley, 1996

Healing the Hurt, Restoring the Hope: How to
Guide Children and Young People Through Times
of Divorce, Death and Crisis with the Rainbows
Approach
Rodale, 2004

Helping Children to Manage Loss: Positive
Strategies for Renewal and Growth
Jessica Kingsley, 1998

Helping Your Child Through Bereavement
Veritas, 2000

Living with Change & Loss: A Life-skills
Programme
Irish Association of Pastoral Care in Education, 2000

Lost Children: A Guide for Separating Parents
Velvet Glove, 2000

Memory Book: A Practical Resource for Parents
Facing Separation from Their Children 
Barnardos, 1995

Rachel's Story: One Family's Story of the Death
of Their Child
Veritas, 2002

Someone Very Important Has Just Died:
Immediate Help for People Caring for Children
of all Ages at the Time of a Close Bereavement
Jessica Kingsley Publishers, 2005

Someone To Talk To: A Handbook on Childhood
Bereavement 
NCRC, Barnardos, 2002

The CBT Activity + Information Pack to Help
Explore Feelings of Loss, Death & Grief
Child Bereavement Trust, 1997

The Inspiration of Hope in Bereavement
Counselling 
Jessica Kingsley, 2004

Understanding Children's Experiences of
Parental Bereavement
Jessica Kingsley, 2001

When Father Kills Mother: Guiding Children
Through Trauma and Grief
Routledge, 2000
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When Parents Separate: Helping Your Children
Cope 
Veritas, 2001

When Mom and Dad Separate: Children Can
Learn to Cope with Grief from Divorce
Woodland, 1991

When Someone Has a Very Serious Illness:
Children Can Learn to Cope with Loss and

Change
Smallwood, 1993

When Someone Very Special Dies: Children Can
Learn To Cope with Grief 
Smallwood, 1993

Without You: Children and Young People
Growing Up with Loss and Its Effects
Jessica Kingsley, 2005

Badger’s Parting Gifts
Lion, 1992

Brothers: Life, Death, Truth
Harper Collins, 2001

Divorce and Separation: How to Survive Your
Parents Break-up
Hodder Children's Books, 1999

How Do I Feel About My Parents' Divorce?
Aladdin, 2001

I Miss You: A First Look at Death
Hodder Children's Books, 2002

Josh: Coming to Terms with the Death of a Friend
The Bible Reading Fellowship, 2005

Let's Talk About When a Parent Dies
Heinemann Library, 1998

Remembering Mum
A and C Black, 1991

Rosie: Coming to Terms with the Death of a
Sibling
The Bible Reading Fellowship, 2005

What Do You Know About Death and Dying?
Aladdin, 2000

Resources for Children
The following resources are available from the NCRC:
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