
 
 
 

 
 

Siblings Speak Out 
by Joanetta Hendel 

 
Attending the panel discussion “Siblings Speak Out” was a priority for me at the 1988 
conference of The Compassionate Friends. It was my first choice because it was the 
subject I knew the least about. In the four years since my young son’s death, I was no 
closer to sharing or understanding my children’s grief than I had been on that first day. 
Most of the sibling sharing sessions at this conference had been closed to parents, so I 
considered it a rare privilege to be allowed to 
enter the secret world of those who had 
suffered the death of a brother or sister. 
Bereaved siblings are rarely given a chance to 
speak for themselves, the magnitude of their 
parent’s grief usually demanding center stage. 
 
The five panel participants, ranging in age from early adolescence to early 20’s, risked 
adult criticism in order to share themselves with the group. The panel members and 
audience participants focused on five major problem areas for bereaved siblings: 
comparisons and pedestals, mixed grief signals, overprotectiveness, young children’s 
grief, and forced grief. 
 

1) Comparisons and Pedestals 
According to one bereaved sibling, the child who died often becomes “better 
than God” in the eyes of his parents. Painful recollections were shared about the 
creation of shrines to a dead child’s memory at the expense of living children. 
Panel members and group participants spoke of their experiences in trying to 
compete against the ghost of a dead brother or sister, a child who suddenly 
becomes “perfect.” For most of them it was frustrating and impossible to try to 
live up to the memory of the one who had died. “She didn’t have time to make 
as many mistakes as I did,” one commented. “When pedestals become so high 
that you are always being unfavorably compared to a sibling, that is when you 
want to run away,” another remarked. Again and again, the young people 
present reminded us that each of them are different and special in their own 
way and need to be treated as such. 
 

2) Overprotectiveness 
A universal theme for bereaved siblings is overprotectiveness of the children 
who remain. But the smothering that most children experience after the death 
of a sibling can lead to heavy resentments. A reverse dynamic is also in play as 
many siblings find themselves overly worried for their parent’s safety. In families  
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where death has become a reality, overprotectiveness on both sides can take its 
toll. And as one young woman shared, parents have the power to limit their  
children’s activities, but siblings have little if any control over their parent’s lives. 
“We need a chance to venture out, to make mistakes,” fourteen-year-old Wendy 
pleaded. “We’ll always come back to you. You may be afraid that we won’t, but 
we will—when dinner is ready.” 
 

3) Mixed Grief Signals 
When parents are split in their reactions 
to the death, children may be hopelessly 
torn between the two. One sibling 
shared his experience with a parent who 
bottled up grief and another who spoke 
of it all the time. “This separates a child 
from his parents,” he said, “particularly from the one who will not speak of it.” 
Typically family members grieve individually and quite differently. Yet a child 
who is expected to deal with, and pattern himself after, two very dissimilar 
people will find himself in an impossible situation. 
 
An additional stress is added to a sibling when outsiders insist that he be strong 
for his parents. This heavy burden can lead to delayed grief reactions. While few 
parents consciously convey this message to their children, it is the first thing 
children hear from others. “We siblings are told by everyone else that we are 
supposed to be strong,” sobbed one teenager. “We don’t have permission to talk 
to you, to break down and cry. We can’t go on and live; we are stuck right 
there—right where it happened.” Mike, who crashed emotionally two years after 
his sister’s death said, “Where are those people now who told me to be strong 
for my parents? Let this happen to them and see how they react!” 
 

4) Young Child’s Grief 
According to the group, very young children may have trouble understanding 
grief when they don’t really understand life. “Why aren’t you crying, didn’t you 
love your sister?” one mother asked of her son. “Of course, I loved her,” replied 
the now-teenager who was seven at the time of his baby sister’s death. “But I 
didn’t know what was going on.” Parents may expect children to grieve more 
outwardly than they are doing, more than they are actually able to do, and to 
pattern that grief after their own. But the sibling will not be able to grieve for his 
lost brother or sister in the same way as his parents because his relationship 
with his sibling was different than his parents’ was. “We do grieve as much as we 
can, but sometimes parents expect us to grieve more,” the seventeen-year-old 
replied. Another problem for some are parents who understand that a child’s 
grief will be different from an adult’s—but never go back to the child when he is 
older to help him resolve the issues he’s now ready to deal with. 
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5) Forced Grief 
Siblings can be expected to react very differently to their brother or sister’s 
death than their parents do. They may resent celebrations of the death child’s 
birthday or death day. “It just doesn’t hit me on her birthday; I remember it as a 
happy time. I don’t cry a lot and I don’t express grief in front of my parents 
because then they want to ask questions. And I can’t tell them how I feel 
because I don’t know how I feel myself.” Where visits to the gravesite are 
important for a lot of parents, these rituals are unimportant and even distasteful 
for a large number of siblings. “I hate graves; I hate funerals. Ever since she died, 
funerals just aren’t my thing,” exclaimed Lori. But another girl shared that her 
parents neither visited the grave nor talked of her lost sibling at all, although 
these were things that would have been helpful for her. She encouraged more 
open communication between parents and siblings so that needs on both sides 
could be addressed and met. 
 

Again and again parents were reminded that 
siblings have their own individual way of coping 
with death and must be allowed their own time 
and space to deal with the sorrow. But one 
father shared his dilemma. It had been a long 
time since his daughter’s death, and there 
weren’t many people who remembered her. He 
liked to talk with his children about their sister 
because they did remember. Another sibling 
responded, “I remember with my mother now. I 
don’t grieve with her, and I never did, but I do 
remember with her.” 
 
The sibling message was this, “If we don’t cry, it doesn’t mean we are not grieving; if we 
don’t talk about it that doesn’t mean we are not grieving. We grieve in our own way.” 
Mike went on to describe the balloon liftoff at last year’s Compassionate Friends 
Conference. As siblings from all over the country grouped together, meaningful 
messages were sent sky high to those brothers and sisters they had lost. “We all have a 
bond here,” he went on, “We don’t grieve with you parents. This is how we grieve—we 
grieve together.” 
 
It became clear to me that siblings are continually being pushed to “prove” their love for 
the child who was lost. Coupled with that, a sibling may feel guilt and responsibility for 
their brother’s or sister’s death. When a parent asked those siblings present if they  
wanted to escape, wanted to leave home after the death, a large number agreed. “I was 
just sick and tired of hearing about it, so I left. I didn’t want to be where my brother had 
been, everything reminded me of him. His things were there, his smell.” Many feel as if 
they are being smothered. 
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A 23-year-old bereaved sibling shared this insight, “Be aware of how incredibly high the 
stakes are for your kids. They are suddenly aware of how much you loved that other 
child. They don’t know how they compared with that other child or whether what they 
may say will horrify you. They are afraid they will say something that will make them 
appear insensitive or bad, or of looking like they didn’t care. Everything is shattered; the 
surviving kids are afraid of losing what’s left. And part of what’s left is their parent’s 
love.” 
 
As I attended the “Parents Speak Out to 
Siblings” sessions later in the day, one mother 
spoke honestly about her inability to meet her 
other children’s needs after their sibling’s 
death. “There was so much pain, I felt I 
couldn’t be a good parent. And I couldn’t have 
done it differently , even if I’d had someone to 
tell me how. What can I do now? Though parents worry for their remaining children, the 
reality is that the majority of parents will not be able to help their children till they have 
healed themselves. 
 
Mike Famiano, a 24-year-old bereaved sibling from Sarasota Springs, NY puts it this way, 
“They (parents) have to deal with their grief and then they can deal with ours.” Sibling 
grief is often delayed until the parents have regained some of their own strength. In the 
meantime, parents tend to worry if they don’t notice their child displaying outward 
signs of working through their loss. But many siblings either consciously or 
unconsciously sidestep their early grief or keep it to themselves. They are, at some level, 
painfully aware of adding to their parents’ burden. 
 
Mike, whose 17-year-old sister Wendy was killed crossing a street when he was 19, says, 
“There is nothing a parent can do to save their children from their pain. No child will 
deal with his grief feelings till he is ready. We cry in the middle of the night, or with a 
friend. Usually the parents don’t even know about it. Pushing a child to fit your idea of 
grief only creates more guilt, more anger, and makes him more withdrawn. After we 
lose our sibling we change, we become different people. You get to know a person 
before and then you have to get to know that person all over again. It’s not like we go 
through this every day; we have to learn from each other.” But his last observation said 
it all. “We lose two things when our brother or sister dies. We lose our brother or sister 
and we lose our parents.” 
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At the 1988 Compassionate Friends conference, parents and siblings came together to 
bridge the gaps caused by separation, hurt and heartache. They came to give and to 
receive insights and understanding. And they came to share love . . . because love IS the 
bridge! 
 

This article was originally printed in Bereavement Magazine in 1988. 
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