
How can you tell if your teen may need grief counseling?

After having suffered a significant loss or other trauma in their lives, your teenage child may likely require grief
counseling to help them deal with their emotions. It’s possible that they don’t know how to cope with their pain
and suffering, and may need someone to guide them through their grief.

Confiding in a parent is sometimes not an option for some teens. They may feel embarrassed or otherwise
unable to effectively communicate with someone so close to them. A grief counselor may offer the support
that they need without making them feel self-conscious. Here are some things to look for in determining
whether your teen may need grief counseling:

1. Withdrawal and isolation

A common characteristic of a teenager’s suffering is withdrawal and isolation from friends and family. You may
see this gradual change as it’s occurring, or you may be dealing with trying to sort out your own grief that you
didn’t notice their withdrawal.  Reassure your teen that you’re there for them if they feel like talking. You’ll likely
be met with an “I’m fine” or “There’s nothing wrong.” Keep an eye out for other sudden changes in their behavior
and demeanor. Continue to find ways to reconnect with your teen so that they feel loved and supported as they
learn to process their grief.

2. Disinterest in normal routines

Another way a teenager shows signs that they may be in need of grief counseling is when they show disinterest
in the things they loved to do prior to suffering their loss or trauma. If your teen was always excited about going
to the movies with their friends, taking bike rides to the park, or playing with the dog, and now nothing seems to
motivate them, they may be experiencing signs of chronic sadness or depression.  Allow sufficient time to pass
before analyzing their level of disinterest. It may be that it’s too soon for them to go back to their normal
routines, and they just need a few more weeks to adjust to their loss. If you notice that things are not going
back to near normal levels with time, it may be the right time to seek counseling.

3. Lashing out

Out of nowhere, it’ll seem that your teen’s mood shifts from normal to complete anger. If this happens, try not to
let it alarm you. As your teen goes through the stages of grief, it’s normal for them to feel angry. They may not
know how to control it, or why they’re even feeling this way.  When feelings of anger come up, try your best to
diffuse the situation without saying that you know how they feel. This may create even more of an issue, and
they may resent you saying that even when it’s coming from a place of love and support. Help your teen find
healthy and safe ways of expressing their anger without harming themselves or others.

4. Substance abuse

A teen that acts out in ways that are out of character for them may be suffering from substance abuse. It’s not
uncommon for a teenager to turn to other things to help them cope with their overwhelming feelings of grief
and loss. You may need to be on the lookout for behavior that is consistent with someone who is abusing drugs
or alcohol. Some things to watch out for are:

● A sudden retreat into their room
● Eyes that are bloodshot
● Pupils that are dilated
● The smell of alcohol or other substances on their breath
● Moodiness or mood swings
● Irritability
● Behavior that is not otherwise normal of someone who’s grieving

https://www.joincake.com/blog/stages-of-grief/


How can you tell if your teen may need grief counseling?

5. Loss of hope

Your teen may be acting out in ways or saying things that demonstrate their loss of hope. Listen to them and
validate their feelings without offering immediate solutions.  Sometimes a teen just needs someone who’ll
listen to them and give them hope that things will get better. Try opening up a dialogue about their loved one,
and allow them to do most of the talking.

6. Emotional outbursts or crying spells

Allow time and space for your teen to process and heal from their grief. You can expect them to feel sadness
and anger after the first few weeks following a significant loss.  If after a few weeks you notice that their
sadness has not lifted, talk to them about what they’re feeling and going through. Reassure them that it helps to
talk about how they are feeling.

7. Difficulty concentrating on schoolwork

When a teen is grieving, it’s usually difficult for them to confide in anyone about what they’re feeling. They may
be obsessing over their feelings of loss that they find it difficult to concentrate on anything else. They may
begin to lose focus on their school work, or in attending school altogether. Truancy and failing grades are not
uncommon after a teen experiences a significant loss. Talk to them about getting them the help they need
either at school or through an online grief support group.

8. Obsession with death and dying

Talk with your teen about death and dying before curiosity overtakes them. A teen who obsesses over what
happens when you die may be suffering from grief-related death anxiety.  They can have many unanswered
questions about what happened to their loved one and why they died. Reassure them that death is not
contagious or something to live in fear of.

9. Self-blame

Self-blame is a common grief reaction in teens. A teenager might suffer the feelings of not having done enough,
or that they should have done something different to prevent their loved one’s death. They may be looking for
ways to make sense of the situation by inventing scenarios of how it was somehow their fault.

Listen for the use of phrases such as these when your teen describes what they’re feeling:

● “I should’ve been home when (dad fell off the ladder).”
● “I didn’t know that (mom was that sick).”
● “I thought my brother was in his room. (I didn’t see him go out into the pool).”
● “I was calling out to the dog (when he got hit by a car).”
● “I told him to take the picture from up close (when he suffered a deadly accident).”

10.  Oversleeping or insomnia

An overt sign that your teen may need outside help is if they spend most of their time sleeping. One of the ways
that grief manifests is in the inability to get out of bed each day. A person who is in deep sorrow will lack the
motivation to get out of bed, get dressed, and start the day.  On the other hand, the complete opposite might
occur. It may be that your teen gets no sleep due to insomnia, or the inability to fall asleep. Both of these grief
reactions may lead to other types of grief if left untreated.
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