
What the heart  
has had and held,  
it will never lose

When a Child Dies: 
An Information Booklet for Families



1

Acknowledgements

This booklet has been developed by the Social Work 
Department through working with families who have 
experienced the death of a child. We would like to 
acknowledge what we have learnt through this sharing.

We would like to thank those families who have reviewed 
this booklet and contributed their ideas and experiences.

Many Hospital staff members have also contributed,  
and information from a range of sources within the 
Department of Health and the Community has been 
included. The work of the Social Work Student Unit  
has enabled this booklet to be completed.

We would appreciate your feedback on this booklet. Please 
direct your comments to the Social Work Department. 

The Children’s Hospital at Westmead acknowledges  
the Sunshine Foundation for their generous support in the  
production of this publication.

1



Contents

 
 
Arranging your child’s funeral 4

Viewing your child 5

Supporting other children 5

Cause of death 6

Reporting of a death to the Coroner 6

Death certificate 7

Centrelink 8

Who else to notify 8

Grief 9

Some things that might help 11

Anniversaries and special occasions 11

Children’s grief 12

Support available from the Hospital  14

When to seek help 14

Your contact with the Hospital  15

Bereavement information and support services 16

Suggested reading for adults 17

Suggested reading for children 18

Reading material 19

3

Introduction

The death of a child is devastating for all concerned and 
our thoughts are with you at this sad time. 

This booklet has been developed by the Social Work 
Department to provide you with information that may 
guide you through this difficult time.

We have included a range of information that might be of 
use to you and members of your family.

Some of the information in this booklet might be helpful 
now and other parts might be more helpful later on.

This information is provided in addition to the personal 
assistance and support offered by the Social Work 
Department and other staff at The Children’s Hospital at 
Westmead. We encourage you to contact your doctor or 
social worker to discuss any issues of concern you have 
now or in the future.
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If you are concerned about funeral costs or what is provided, 
please talk to your Social Worker to discuss options.

If you do not feel comfortable with the people you are 
dealing with, feel free to find someone else who is able to 
make the necessary arrangements in a way which is 
supportive to you.

Viewing your child

Whether to view your child’s body is an individual choice. 
Parents usually find this a sad experience but it can be an 
important part of their grieving time.

The viewing may be arranged through the Hospital or your 
Funeral Director. It can be held at the Hospital, the family 
home, the mortuary or the Funeral Home. The viewing 
room at the Hospital provides a peaceful and private 
environment in which to spend time with your child.

Supporting your other children

If you have other children they too may need a way to say 
their goodbyes to their brother or sister. Parents are 
sometimes unsure whether they want their children to 
attend the funeral or a viewing. Some families find that 
talking to their children helps with these decisions.

If you decide that your other children will attend the 
viewing and/or funeral, you might want to arrange for a 
trusted friend or family member to accompany them. This 
is because you may be emotionally upset yourself and 
might find it difficult to provide support to your children.
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jArranging your child’s funeral

Although this is one of the most difficult tasks you will 
ever have to do, arranging your child’s funeral can be 
helpful in acknowledging your loss. The funeral can be an 
opportunity to remember and celebrate the wonderful 
things about your child. It is an opportunity to say 
goodbye and to share your sorrow and memories with 
family and friends.

A Funeral Director needs to be contacted to make funeral 
arrangements. You might want to ask a family member or 
close friend to assist you with arrangements for the funeral.

You can arrange to see the Funeral Director either at your 
home or at their office. An important decision is whether 
to have a burial or cremation. You will also need to decide 
who you would like to conduct the service and the people 
you want to attend.

The Funeral Director usually transports your child’s body 
from the Hospital and collects the Hospital death 
certificate. It is also possible for you to transport your 
child’s body. The Funeral Director will arrange for you to 
sign papers giving them permission to conduct the funeral 
and specifying the costs.

Funeral costs can vary considerably. It is important to 
know what services you will receive and how much each 
part will cost, including the cost for the cemetery or 
crematorium. You might want to contact a number of 
Funeral Directors to obtain written itemised quotes. You 
can talk to the Funeral Directors about your religious 
beliefs and cultural practices. Staff representing Funeral 
Directors, cemeteries and crematoriums should handle 
your arrangements with respect and compassion.
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A counselling and information service is linked with the 
Coroner’s office at Glebe. This service may be contacted 
regarding any questions or concerns about autopsy 
procedures or the role of the Coroner. The Contact 
number is (02) 8584 7800.

Your child’s Death Certificate

The details of your child’s death will be registered at the 
Department of Births, Deaths and Marriages by the 
Funeral Director.

You can obtain a copy of the death certificate from the 
Funeral Director or apply to the Department of Births, 
Deaths and Marriages, which will forward you a copy  
for a small fee.

The registrar is located at 35 Regent St, Chippendale, 
NSW, 2008 and can be contacted by telephone on 1300 
655 236. The postal address is GPO Box 30, Sydney 
2001. Local registries are located in Newcastle, 
Wollongong, Parramatta and at court houses in most 
country areas.

For newborn babies it is important to ensure the baby’s 
birth is also registered with the Department of Births, 
Deaths and Marriages.
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Cause of death

The doctor who attended your child will usually have 
discussed the reason why your child died. It may be 
difficult to understand and remember all the information 
you are given at such a distressing time. After you leave 
the Hospital you may think of further questions or want 
an opportunity to talk with the doctor again. You can 
phone the doctor directly or contact your Social Worker to 
arrange an appointment.

Sometimes the doctor will discuss the possibility of an 
autopsy (post mortem). This is the examination by 
medical experts of internal organs, including microscopic 
and pathology tests, to help to define the cause of your 
child’s death. This may provide other information that may 
be useful to your family and other families in the future. 
For an autopsy to be performed by the Hospital your 
consent is required. 

Reporting of a death to the Coroner

In some instances, the law in New South Wales requires  
a death to be reported to the Coroner. Some of these 
instances include: a violent or unnatural death, sudden 
death where the cause is unknown, and death occurring 
within 24 hours of the administration of an anaesthetic. 
Children in care and children and/or their siblings who  
have been the subject of a report to the Department of 
Community Services (DOCS) within the last three years also 
require the death to be reported to the Coroner. In Coronial 
situations, the Hospital must contact the police who act for 
the Coroner. In these instances, the Coroner will usually 
require an autopsy. The autopsy may be waived on parental 
request at the discretion of the Coroner.
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Grief

The death of your child can affect every aspect of your 
life. The experience of grieving may be slow and parents 
sometimes describe it as being on a rollercoaster. While a 
range of emotions is common, the experience is different 
for each person.

Your emotions and reactions may include:

Shock/disbelief •	 – you might have feelings of 
numbness or detachment from the world and an 
inability to concentrate. You may not be able to cry 
or you may cry a lot because the sadness is 
overwhelming.

Fear •	 – you might feel afraid of harm corming to 
yourself and those you love, of being left alone, of 
having to leave loved ones, of ‘breaking down’ or 
‘losing control’ or of a similar event happening again.

Physical reactions•	  – you might experience reactions 
such as an uncomfortable feeling in the stomach, 
tightness of the chest and throat, breathlessness, 
weakness of muscles, dry mouth, over sensitivity to 
noise and lack of energy.

Helplessness and guilt •	 – you might wish you could 
turn back the clock, or have done something 
differently to prevent the death from occurring and 
you might feel regret for things not said or done.

Anger •	 –you might feel angry for what has happened 
and you might ask “why me?” or “why my child?” 
You might feel abandoned and powerless and start 
to question your beliefs about the world.
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Centrelink Payments

If you are receiving a Centrelink payment it is important 
that you notify them about the death of your child, as your 
entitlements will change. You may be eligible for a special 
Bereavement Payment.

For further information about Centrelink payments  
you can call 132 717 or visit the website at  
www.centrelink.gov.au.

Who else to notify

There are other people and organisations that you may 
need to notify following the death of your child. You may 
want to arrange for a family member or friend to help you 
do this. The following list can be used as a guide:

Family doctor•	

Other health professionals•	

Medicare/ Private Health Fund•	

School•	

Recreational clubs•	

Religious or social organisations•	

Any agency or service where you may receive a •	
reminder for check-up or review.

Work colleagues•	

Life insurance and superannuation  •	
beneficiary policies

Your solicitor to make a change to your will•	
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Some things that might help

Parents have suggested the following things that have 
helped them cope with their grief.

Allowing time to talk and express your feelings to •	
those around you.

Crying may help release the pain.•	

Time alone can give you the space you need.•	

Accepting help from family and friends.•	

Being gentle with yourself and taking time out.•	

Talking to others who have also experienced the •	
death of someone close.

Keeping your child in your thoughts and as part of •	
your life.

Creating a memory book or box is one way you can •	
remember the special things about your child. This could 
include photos, drawings, pressed flowers, letters, poems, 
special belongings, a lock of hair, reminders of special 
times spent together, articles of clothing, a favourite blanket 
or toy, special awards, a card from your child’s cot or bed, 
funeral notice or order of service.

Some parents have found it helpful to plant a tree or •	
flower to remember their child.

Anniversaries and special occasions

Certain events and times of year can trigger and heighten 
your sense of loss. If you feel that a particular time of year 
will be difficult for you, it may be helpful to plan your 
activities to manage this time in advance. This could 
include spending time alone or being with people that you 
find comforting and supportive.
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Despair •	 – in realising the finality of your child’s death 
you might have a strong desire to see your child 
again. You might long to touch, hold and talk with 
your child – these feelings can seem unbearable.

Loss of interest•	  – you might find that you have little 
interest in the usual, pleasurable things of life. It 
might be difficult to enjoy eating, family and social 
activities or intimate relationships.

Sometimes you might feel lonely and distant from others. 
You might also experience uncomfortable feelings such as 
envy towards others with children.

People often use a lot of energy trying to cope with their 
feelings and emotions. This may place a strain on 
personal relationships. You might feel that you cannot give 
as much as is expected and feel like withdrawing from 
others. Your partner and family will also be experiencing 
grief in their own way. Some people feel closer together, 
while others may find communication difficult at times.

Parents sometimes find their friends feel awkward talking 
with them, as they don’t know what to say. You may feel 
angry, hurt or lonely when friends don’t mention your 
child who died. This could be because they don’t want to 
upset you rather than because they do not care. Feel free 
to speak to them about your child and how you are 
feeling. This may open up the conversation for them to 
talk about how they feel too.

Some or all of these feelings will come and go. Learning to 
live with these emotions may take a long time. With time 
these feelings become more manageable. Your own 
personal resources and the support, acceptance and 
understanding of others will assist you through this time.
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actions or thoughts caused the death. In these situations, 
explaining that the death is not their fault is important. 
Young children can be helped through reassurance that 
they continue to be loved and cared for.

Children aged 6 to 8 years are beginning to realise that 
death is final but might not understand that death 
happens to everybody including themselves. They may 
experience strong feelings of grief and have poor 
concentration, physical symptoms or difficulties at school. 
Maintaining a regular family routine, keeping up contact 
with friends and returning to school can be helpful. 
Children of this age often seek to care for their distressed 
parents. Adults should not reinforce this normal reaction 
by asking them to ‘be strong’. It is important to ensure 
that there is someone available to support the child.

Children aged 9 to 12 years usually comprehend that 
death is final and happens to everybody at some time.  
In addition to the reactions noted for the age group above, 
children of this age may experience difficulty with friends. 
The death of a loved one makes them feel different at a 
time when they want to be the same as everyone else. 
Children of this age have a greater capacity for 
understanding and parents will be able to talk to  
them about some of their feelings more easily.

Teenagers understand more fully their own vulnerability 
and mortality. Some begin to develop philosophical views 
on life and death and often become interested with 
seeking the meaning of life. Others may withdraw and 
have difficulties in expressing their emotions.

Some teenagers react to a serious loss or fear of death by 
engaging in challenging or risk-taking behaviour.

If you are concerned about changes in your child or 
teenager, it is important to seek assistance and advice.
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Children’s grief

Like adults, every child’s situation and reactions will be 
different. When talking to children about death it is 
important to give clear, simple and truthful information. 
Children learn through repetition and may need to have 
the information repeated. Checking to see if a child has 
understood what has been said is useful as children 
sometimes confuse what they hear. As time passes 
children have new experiences and they may need further 
clarification and sharing of ideas and feelings. Maintaining 
regular routines and interests as much as possible is 
usually helpful for children.

The following guide indicates what to expect of children at 
different ages.

Children less than 2 years have no understanding of 
death but react to the emotions of those around them.  
For example they may become unsettled and upset when 
their parents are distressed. They may be more clingy  
and fearful of separation. Keeping normal routines and 
providing the comfort of someone they know helps them 
feel more secure.

Children aged 2 to 5 years think that death is reversible. 
Children of this age believe in magical powers and think 
that they can ‘will or wish’ someone back to life. They also 
take words literally. To a young child the words “gone to 
sleep” will mean “gone to bed” and “lost” will mean “can’t 
be found”. Try to explain death by using words such as 
“dead” or “died”. Explaining what happens when someone 
dies might also be helpful. For example, say that their 
heart has stopped and they are not breathing any more. 
Such explanations may need to be repeated to them.

Children of this age are also naturally self-focused and feel 
the world revolves around them. For this reason young 
children may feel responsibility or think that their anger, 
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Your contact with The Children’s Hospital 
at Westmead

If at any time we can help you, please feel free to call. 
Listed below are staff who have been involved in caring 
for you and your family.

Doctor 

Phone

Social Worker 

Phone

Nurse 

Phone

Chaplain 

Phone

Other

Phone
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Support available from The Children’s 
Hospital at Westmead

The Social Workers at The Children’s Hospital at Westmead are 
available to help you with your bereavement. You can contact the 
social worker who has been involved with your family or the Social 
Work Department by phone on (02) 9845 2641, between 8:30am 
and 5:00pm.

The Hospital Chaplains provide spiritual and pastoral support. They 
also provide a 24 hour service and can be contacted by telephone 
on (02) 9845 3901.

If you would like to talk to the Medical and Nursing staff who  
cared for your child this can be done by phoning the Hospital 
Switchboard on (02) 9845 0000.

The Children’s Hospital at Westmead holds a Service of 
Remembrance and Celebration. This service provides the 
opportunity for families to pay tribute to their child who has died. 
Families who have experienced the death of a child are contacted 
and given details about the service. For more information about  
the memorial service contact the Social Work Department.

When to seek Help

You might consider seeking professional help in the following situations:

Personal feelings of being overwhelmed or •	
continuing to feel numb or empty
Nightmares or difficulty sleeping•	
Isolation or having no-one with whom to share your feelings •	
Relationship difficulties•	
Relying on alcohol and/or drugs•	
Difficulties at work•	
Repeated accidents•	
Thoughts of self harm•	
If you are worried about other family members•	
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Suggested readings for adults:

Stillbirth and Newborn Death,  
Barr, Peter and De Wilde, Deborah, (1987), Planet Press 
Ltd, Bankstown, NSW.

When a Man Faces Grief,  
Golden, Thomas, (1998), Willowgreen Publishing.

When Bad Things Happen to Good People,  
Kushner, Harold, (1981), Schoken, New York.

In My Own Way,  
McKissock, Mal & Dianne (1996), ABC Books, Sydney.

The Grief of Our Children,  
McKissock, Dianne (1998), ABC Books, Sydney.

35 Ways to Help a Grieving Child,  
The Dougy Centre for Grieving Children, 
The Dougy Centre (1999), Portland, Oregon.
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Bereavement information and  
support services

There are some bereavement services which can offer 
information and/or support to you after the death of your 
child. These include the Bereavement Care Centre, 
Compassionate Friends and SIDS and KIDS.

Contact details can be found on a separate sheet at the 
back of this booklet or contact the Social Work 
Department at The Children's Hospital at Westmead  
on (02) 9845 2641.
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Suggested readings for children:

When Dinosaurs Die. A Guide to Understanding Death,  
Brown, Laurie Krasny & Brown, Marc (1996),  
Little, Brown and Company, US.

Tough Boris,  
Fox, M, (1994), Penguin Books, Australia

When Someone Very Special Dies,  
Heegaard, Marge (1991), Woodland Press, US.

What do you know about Death & Dying, 
Sanders, Pete & Myers, Steve (2000), Franklin Watts, 
London.

Help Me Say Goodbye.  
Activities for Helping Kids Cope When a Special Person Dies,  
Silverman, Janis (1999), Fairview Press, Minneapolis.
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Reading material available from Kids Health 
at The Children’s Hospital at Westmead:

Booklist is available online at: 
www.chw.edu.au/parents/kidshealth/books 
Phone: 02 9845 3585

Coping With Grief 
Mal McKissock and Dianne McKissock 
Deals with emotions and feelings experienced with the 
loss of a loved one.

Something I’ve Never Felt Before – How Teenagers Cope 
With Grief 
Doris Zagdanski

Talking About Death 
Earl Grollman 
A compassionate guide for adults and children of all ages 
to read together, with answers to questions children ask 
about death.

Beginnings and Endings with Lifetimes in Between 
Bryan Mellonie and Robert Ingpen 
Children's book about life and death in nature, and in 
people's lives.

This is not a comprehensive list of adult and children’s 
books about death and bereavement. Other reading 
materials are available from some bereavement 
organisations, your local library and retail bookshops.
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Notes/Questions

20




