When a Baby Dies
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You are the greatest gift you can give grieving parents. Holding a hand, touching a shoulder, giving a hug says, "I'm here. I care." By letting parents talk about their pain, you can help them come to grips with it. 

You shouldn't assume that parents "don't want to talk about it." And it's okay to say, "I don't know what to say" - it's honest, and it opens the door for the parents to share their feelings.

There are words that help and words that hurt. 

Do say: "I'm sorry."
"What can I do for you right now?"
"I'm here. I want to listen."
"This must be so very hard for you."

 

Like other parents, they want to talk about their baby. You can help them do that by saying:

"Tell me about your labor and delivery."
"What did your baby weigh and how long was she?"

Some things you say may be well-intentioned but aren’t at all helpful.

Don't say: "You're young, you can have others." 
"You have an angel in heaven." (They want their baby here)

"This happened for the best."
"Better for this to happen now, before you knew the baby."
"There was something wrong with the baby anyway." 
"Don't be sad. Don't cry." (They may well NEED to cry)
"Don't dwell on this. Just put it behind you." 
"If you need anything, call me." (YOU call them)

 

Let parents make their own decisions about the funeral and what to do with the baby's room or clothing. Don't deprive them of experiencing the reality of death. Don't assume that they want you to "take over." You can make suggestions, or offer to help with the funeral (by making lunch, for example), but let them make their own decisions - it gives them a sense of control when their emotions are out of control.

Sometimes, you can be the biggest help by doing the smallest things - preparing meals, cleaning the house, doing laundry, caring for children.

 

Many people bring a meal in the first days after the death. Though thoughtful, these acts can be overwhelming when they come all at once (particularly if the family doesn't have a freezer.) Often, in the weeks after the funeral, parents find themselves disorganized and unable to do daily chores. You might organize a "help chain" of friends to rotate duties such as meal preparation. One person can bring a meal Monday, for example, and line up the next day's helper. That way, the family members know the y won't be inundated all at once, but can count on others during the difficult times ahead.

Attending the funeral shows you care and support, and demonstrates your recognition that this baby was unique, even though she or he didn't live long.

 

Giving a special memento or writing a poem or letter to the baby are also special ways of saying good-bye.

 

If you can't attend the funeral, send a letter or note. These acknowledgements may be a treasured part of the "baby book" that many bereaved parents keep.

The shock of a baby dying can be so overwhelming that parents aren't aware of their surroundings and can't make sound judgments. They may not know that they shouldn't drive at those times. Offer to drive them home, to the hospital, and/or the funeral.

The loss of a baby affects the entire family, including siblings. Children may not know what death is or be able to understand it. But even the youngest child feels the tension and sadness. 

 

Children do grieve. Acknowledge their loss.  Children express their feelings through artwork or play. One way -to comfort them is to let them give "their" baby a favorite toy, picture, or gift that will always be with them.

 

Adults want to "protect" children from loss. But children need to be included as much as they or their parents want them to be. Don't tell children the baby is "sleeping", "on a trip", or "lost." Those words can frighten a child. Say instead that the baby's body stopped working and died. Emphasize that it was "nothing anyone did or didn't do." Children may need repeated assurance that they didn't cause the death, that thoughts or words don't make babies die.
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Call The Baby By Name

Many parents get great comfort by naming their baby. The name identifies the baby as a person and lets everyone participate in saying good-bye. Calling the baby by name tells the parents that you acknowledge the child.

Never call a baby "it" or refer to him or her as a "fetus." To the parents, the infant was a baby, regardless of how long he or she lived.
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Give Mementos, Memories, Remembrances To The Family

There are many ways to show that you remember the baby: Give the mother a baby ring, send a planter or flowers in a baby vase, write a poem. Also meaningful are needlework, figurines or ceramics. Trees or rose bushes are living memorials that parents treasure.

Remember parents on the infant's special days - due date, birthday, anniversary of the death. Acknowledge the baby at Christmas. Remember that Mother's and Father's Day have special meaning for the parents.

You may know someone whose baby died long ago. If you have remained silent, not knowing what to say, remember: It's never too late to express your feelings.
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Give Parents The Gift Of Time To Heal

Grief doesn't end at the funeral. It can take 18 to 24 months or longer before the parents feel "normal" again. Some need less time, some need more. Parents go on with their lives, but they're never quite the same again. They develop a "new normal."

As a friend or family member, you can help most by recognizing that grieving has no schedule. It may take a long time before the parents want to be around babies or at family celebrations.

Research shows that people who get support from close friends and relatives are better able to cope with major stresses in life, such as the death of a baby. you are very important to the parents now and in the weeks to come.

Books that may help you and the parents are:
Don't Take My Grief Away From Me by Doug Manning
Understanding Mourning by Glen Davidson
When a Baby Dies: A Handbook for Healing and Helping by Rana K. Limbo and Sara Rich Wheeler

 

