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Process Grief,
Manage Anxiety
During the past year, we’ve all been
through a lot. No matter what your family
has experienced during the pandemic,
your kids may be struggling with grief
over things they’ve sacrificed. And they
may feel anxious when it comes time to
resume old activities, like summer camps,
sports and playdates.
Susie McGaughey, therapist and educator
on our Webster Groves campus, offers tips
for helping kids process grief over the past
and manage anxiety about the future.

Read on >

This Installment is part of Great Circle’s ongoing Family Strength series to help brighten all futures.

Roadmap for Grief, Strategy for Anxiety
GRIEF IS A PROCESS, AND ANXIETY IS A RESPONSE TO THINGS WE CAN’T
CONTROL. USE THESE TIPS TO WORK THROUGH BOTH FEELINGS WITH YOUR
CHILD, REINFORCING THEIR STRENGTH AND RESILIENCE ALONG THE WAY.
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Validate your child’s feelings.
It’s comforting to acknowledge how much your child has been through — without trying to fix it.
McGaughey recommends normalizing feelings of sadness and resisting the impulse to “put on a
happy face.” Teaching kids to identify their feelings and letting them know you experience sadness,
too, helps build up their social-emotional intelligence and resilience.
Watch for signs.
Kids won’t always tell us when they need help, but they may communicate it in other ways. If your
child is exhibiting unusual, angry or inappropriate behavior, it may be an outlet for unresolved grief.
When kids shut down, they may be signaling some underlying anxiety.
Get creative.
If your child’s having a hard time talking about their feelings, give them opportunities to express
themselves through other outlets, like art, music or sports. Such activities can pave the way for open
conversations. And be prepared for “grief bursts” — unexpected waves of sadness McGaughey says
can come up at surprising times, “like in the line at McDonald’s.”
Provide information, as long as it’s helpful.
If your child is worried about an upcoming experience, like summer camp, it may help to show them
maps, schedules or other details about what will happen. But if you notice they’re shutting down
or growing more anxious, back off. “Give your child as much information as they need,” McGaughey
says. Consider whether your child tends to process things analytically or emotionally, and tailor
your approach to their needs.
Use the right tools.
Teach your child exercises that can help them manage tricky feelings as they arise. McGaughey
particularly likes “butterfly breath,” a simple breathing technique that promotes calmness. She also
recommends transitional objects, like medallions or stuffed animals — things your child can carry
to remind them you’re always there in spirit.

And since you may be feeling grief or stress about all your child has given up during the pandemic, take
time to highlight the skills they’ve developed. As McGaughey says, “Acknowledge all your child’s been
through and then recognize how strong they’ve been. Resilient kids grow into strong adults.”

Great Circle provides a unique spectrum of behavioral health services for children, adults and
families facing personal challenges or difficult circumstances. For more information about Great
Circle’s parenting programs that help strengthen children and families, visit greatcircle.org or call
1-844-424-3577 (GCHELPS).
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