Supporting Staff
After the Death of a
Child on Their

Caseload

A guide for First Steps Early
Intervention leaders and

supervisors

When a child dies, early intervention
providers often feel the loss deeply. They have built relationships with the child and family,
shared milestones, and invested emotionally in their care. As a leader, your support can
make a significant difference in helping staff navigate their grief while maintaining
connection, compassion, and professional well-being.

Recognizing the Impact

Grief may show up in many ways. Some staff may express sadness or guilt openly, while
others may appear withdrawn, distracted, or unusually quiet. There is no single right way to
grieve. Each provider’s experience with the child and family is unique.

The loss of a young child can feel especially difficult because it seems unfair, represents an
unfinished life, and may stir personal emotions for providers who are parents themselves.
Sudden or unexpected deaths can also intensify the trauma.

Creating a Supportive Environment

¢ Acknowledge the loss. Reach out personally to the staff member to express sympathy
and care. Even a short message or conversation shows that their feelings matter.

e Offer time and space. Encourage staff to take time off if needed or to adjust their
caseload temporarily. Grief requires both emotional and physical energy.
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* Provide opportunities to talk. Facilitate a
private or group debriefing session. Allow
space for reflection, emotion, and questions
about the experience.

* Model compassion and openness. Share
that grief is a normal, human response to loss.
Avoid minimizing emotions or rushing to move
on.

e Maintain confidentiality. Respect what staff
share about their feelings or experiences.
Handle all discussions with sensitivity.

Connecting Staff to Support

¢ Remind staff of available resources such as

the Employee Assistance Program, grief
counseling services, or local mental health
supports.

* Encourage use of external resources such as Riley Children’s Health Grief and
Bereavement Services, which provides counseling, support groups, and education for
professionals.

e Offer peer connection. Sometimes staff find comfort talking with colleagues who have
experienced similar losses.

Supporting the Team as a Whole

* Recognize that the entire team may feel the impact, especially if others worked closely
with the child or family.

¢ Create a team space to acknowledge the loss and honor the child’s memoryin an
appropriate, professional way.

e Keep communication open about the family’s needs and how the agency will provide
continuity of care or follow-up.
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Caring for Yourself as a Leader

Supporting grieving staff can also be emotionally difficult. Allow yourself space to process
your own reactions and to seek supervision or peer support when needed. Modeling
healthy coping and self-care helps build a culture of compassion and resilience.

Grief is not a sign of weakness. It reflects the compassion that defines early intervention
work. By acknowledging the loss, making space for healing, and guiding your team with

empathy, you help sustain the heart of this work—caring for children and families through
all seasons of their lives.
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