
EMDR AND CHILD GRIEF
EMDR IS HIGHLY EFFECTIVE IN REPROCESSING A LOSS 
DURING CHILDHOOD, SERVING AS A PROTECTIVE 
FACTOR FOR THE CHILD’S DEVELOPMENT.

Research shows that unprocessed losses engender 
long-term consequences that affect not only the person 
who experienced it �rst hand, but also their future 
relationships. Pathways linking childhood trauma and 
abuse with adult health outcomes include emotional, 
behavioural, social, cognitive, and biological. When these 
dif�culties continue into late childhood and early 
adolescence, it is necessary to intervene with the EMDR 
protocol that has been proven effective not only in 
reprocessing memories linked to the loved one’s death, 
but also in retrieving positive memories, helping the child 
to reconnect with their deceased loved one. 

An EMDR intervention in the acute stage of grief, safely 
promotes the child’s natural reprocessing abilities and 
strengthens their resources. 
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HOW TO HELP A GRIEVING CHILD 
The loss of a loved one is one of the most emotionally painful experiences for 
human beings and even more so for children.  A traumatic event, will have an 
intense impact on the entire family and its network. The child might refrain from 
asking for help to avoid giving more pressure to the adults.

Eye Movement Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) is a psychotherapeutic 
treatment originally designed to alleviate distress associated with traumatic 
memories (Shapiro, 1989), in particular single critical events linked to adverse life 
events (e.g. natural disasters, war trauma). EMDR therapy is used in the treatment 
of symptoms related to adverse life events.  Recommended as an elective 
evidence-based treatment for PTSD (Posttraumatic Stress Disorder), EMDR therapy 
is recognized as an effective trauma treatment and recommended worldwide in the 
practice guidelines of international organizations, including the American 
Psychological Association (1998-2002), by the American Psychiatric Association 
(2004), by the International Society for Traumatic Stress Studies (2010), by the 
World Health Organization in 2013. 

EMDR clients generally experience rapid reductions in their distress levels early in 
the session. The winning aspects of EMDR are its rapidity of intervention, its 
effectiveness and the possibility to apply it to people of all ages, including children. 
The positive therapeutic outcomes rapidly achieved without homework or detailed 
description of the disturbing event, offer an ef�cient treatment approach with a 
wide range of applications.

After the loss of a loved one, children may experience bereavement and a lack in 
their sense of safety. At different developmental stages, children will have a 
different understanding of the meaning of death, yet grieving children may fear that 
someone other of the family, or they themselves may also die. 

UNDERSTANDING A CHILD’S REACTIONS TO DEATH
When losing a loved one, children will express their feelings differently from adults. 
Their reactions vary according to their age and to the reactions of those around 
them. Children may manifest emotional reactions irregularly: they can have sudden 
intense anger outbursts on an intermittent basis. They can experience strong 
�uctuating emotions like sadness, guilt, anger, fear, confusion and anxiety but 
express them through somatic symptoms like headaches or tummy aches and they 
can get sick more frequently. Their main emotion is anger, which protects them 
from feeling too vulnerable. 

DON’T SAY ‘IT IS TIME TO MOVE ON’
The best way to help grieving children is 
allowing them to express their suffering.
It is necessary to acknowledge and 
normalize their grieving reactions:
pushing away their emotions will only 
increase their pain.

DON’T SAY  ‘I KNOW HOW YOU ARE 
FEELING’, ‘IT COULD BE WORSE’
Talking about their painful emotions helps 
them understand it is ok to feel how they 
feel.

DON’T PRETEND AS IF NOTHING 
HAS HAPPENED, HOPING THE 
CHILD WILL SOON FORGET
It is important to help them accept 
reality: denial inhibits reprocessing
the loss adaptively. 

DON’T EXPECT HIGH 
PERFOMANCES 
A child's reactions after a loss may 
include a decline in academic 
performance. The child needs to feel 
understood: a drop in school 
performances can be normal. 

Behaviors some kids might show after the loss of a signi�cant other and if 
persistent, which may indicate dif�culties in completing their grieving process:

The child does not want to go back to 
school, fearing the other parent might die 
or disappear.

The child displays behavior that is 
developmentally younger than they are 
(bed-wetting, constant seeking help, less 
self-reliant).

The child displays non-medical physical 
symptoms, such as abdominal pain, 
headache, eating dif�culties for a longer 
period of time. 

Aggressive behavior towar
others or self.

Depressive states or mentioning 
wanting to die. 

Excessive worrying about family 
members’ health or parenti�cation.

The child is hostile or punitive towards 
the living parent.

Children are most likely to feel guilty for the death of their loved one. They need to 
be reassured that they haven't done anything to cause the death. Children express 
enact their pain through their behavior: irritability, concentration dif�culties, violent 
videogames. They might have new types of fear or regress to earlier developmental 
stages, for example wetting their bed. They might have sleeping problems, lack or 
excess of appetite, or they might show a momentary drop of school performance 
because they are thinking about the deceased parent; they also might show lack of 
energy, fatigue, dif�culties in social relationships and withdrawal. 




