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Dealing with sudden death:
information for young people
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Common experiences following the sudden death of
someone you know…
When you are bereaved by sudden death you may experience some, none or all
of these feelings. These are normal reactions to a sudden death. Although the
feelings can be very strong, they will usually weaken over time and with
reassurance.

Anxiety
You may feel more anxious than usual about your own safety or the safety of
important people in your life. You may want to protect yourself from, or avoid,
situations in which you feel unsafe or unsettled.
You may become concerned about crowds, traffic, or safety in general –
sometimes in an unreasonable way. Loud noises, sudden movements, or being
alone can make you jumpier than you were before. This can be difficult for you to
understand and you may find it hard to talk to other people about.

Vivid memories
You may have very vivid dreams about the person who
has died or the death itself. These dreams can seem
very real at the time, causing strong feelings. You may
notice, for example, that your breathing or heart beat
speeds up.
You may be frightened, from time to time, by
very vivid thoughts of the person who died.
These can be so real that you think you can
see, hear, smell or even speak to them.
Don’t worry – this is a normal reaction.
You may become frightened of being in
another traumatic situation (e.g. witnessing
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a death, hearing the news of a death). This can happen when you are reminded of
or think about the incident, or sometimes at random. Distracting yourself with
other thoughts or actions can help. Do something that makes you feel safe and
relaxed instead.

Problems with sleeping
You may have difficulties with sleeping, for example, being unable to fall asleep
and having (or being afraid of having) nightmares. You may also be concerned
about your safety (or the safety of your home) overnight. It is okay to leave the
light on, the bedroom door open, or to share a bedroom with someone.

Feelings of sadness and longing
It is normal to feel very sad and to really miss the person who died. This sadness
usually comes and goes and seems to hit you when you least expect it. You may
find that this sadness causes physical reactions such as tightness in your throat or
chest.
You may wish you could have your life back the
way it was before. You may feel sad that you will
never have that life again, that things have
changed forever. All of these feelings come
and go, but eventually fade over time.

Mood swings
You may have mood swings and
become easily upset. You may find
that others have mood swings too.
This can make spending time with
friends or family difficult as everyone
can react more emotionally or aggressively
than they used to.
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You may lose interest in the things or activities that you used to enjoy. These
changes may affect your choice of friends, or cause you to become
more distant from some of the people you used to be close to.
These are normal reactions – with space, time, and patience
they will gradually improve.

Feelings of anger
Many people experience very strong feelings of anger. You
may feel anger towards the following:
• The death itself
• Yourself
• The person who died (for dying and leaving you alone)
• The cause of death (person or group you believe to be
responsible)
• People or groups who could have prevented the death
• Northern Ireland/”The Troubles”
• God (for letting this happen)
• Friends or the rest of the world for getting on with life.
Anger is often related to life being unfair or to a sense of injustice
in the world. These are understandable responses following the
death of someone you know. It is important that you recognise these feelings
and find a safe way to deal with them, for example, taking exercise or talking to
a friend.

Feelings of guilt or shame
It is very common to feel guilty. You may feel that:
•
•

You have caused or could have done something to prevent the death
You wished death or bad luck upon the person through something you said or
did (e.g. your last words to the person were part of an argument)
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•
•

The person will only remember bad things about you (especially if you were
not on good terms before they died)
You should have died instead of the person who did.

It is common to feel shame or embarrassment. You may feel that:
•
•
•

You have had a role in the death, which you can’t talk to other people about
You and your family are now different from others
You are very vulnerable.

Remember – It is not your fault that the person died. Feelings of guilt, shame, and
anger are normal following a sudden death.

Changing personality/behaviour
Other people may say to you that you have changed or you may notice changes
in your own behaviour. You may find that you:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Isolate yourself and want to be alone more
Become very serious
Feel useless or struggle to keep control
Retreat into a fantasy world or withdraw
from others
Become more aggressive or more easily
provoked
Take less care of yourself
Have difficulty with concentration and
memory (e.g. become disorganised or
forgetful).

Some of these behaviours can cause other
problems in your life; you may need help to
overcome them.
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School difficulties
School may become hard for you. You may find that you:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Have problems with school work, sometimes these can last a long time
Are not as interested in school as before
Have difficulties with concentration and memory, which make paying close
attention to school-work difficult
Wish to think about delaying an examination until a later date. Discuss this
with your family and your teachers
Get into trouble
Find it difficult to keep friends or get along with teachers. They may find it difficult to understand why you are behaving differently
Have to deal with teachers and other pupils who do not know or understand
what happened, with people who make hurtful
comments either accidently or deliberately and
with people who know or think they know a lot
more about what happened than you are comfortable with.
You may not experience any of these
difficulties and may even find that you
improve and work harder as school
offers a release from your grief.

Reminders
Powerful reminders of death or
trauma can be unsettling if you
aren’t prepared for them.
Sometimes they are predictable
(e.g. anniversaries) and
sometimes they come at random
(e.g. daydreaming). Most often they
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are started by something ordinary that is associated with the person who died
(e.g. hearing their name spoken, seeing the place where they died, hearing
music). Taking control of reminders involves developing an awareness of them
and the reactions they cause in you, and changing those reactions over time. You
should be able to do this on your own or with the help of a friend.
•
•
•

Identify reminders in your life
Develop a plan to avoid unnecessary reminders which are unsettling
Plan ahead for significant dates such as anniversaries, birthdays or other
occasions

•
•

Develop a method for dealing with reminders when they arise
Be reassured that reminders and triggers will become weaker and less
frequent over time.

Events such as court cases, coroner’s investigations, or media coverage involving
you or the death should be prepared for. It is helpful for you to know in advance
what topics will be covered at these events, and the details that are likely to be
discussed.

Remember
It is important to talk to other people about your feelings, for example, a friend,
parent or family member, someone from school, your GP, or a trusted adult.
The booklet “Common Grief Reactions”, in this series, may be helpful if any of the
feelings covered in this booklet become too troublesome for you.
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Availability of booklets
The booklets in this series:
• Dealing with sudden death: helping children and adolescents
• Dealing with sudden death: information for young people
• Dealing with sudden death in adulthood
• Dealing with sudden death: common grief reactions
are available electronically to download from the bereavement page on Belfast
Health and Social Care website - www.belfasttrust.hscni.net and Cope with Life
website www.copewithlife.org.uk

BT10-551
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Eastern Trauma Advisory Panel
Services for people who have experienced

TRAUMATIC STRESS
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How people react to a traumatic event can vary greatly. Many people experience
severe and distressing reactions including fear, feelings of helplessness, sadness,
anger and guilt. There may be physical and social impacts after trauma.
Most people cope with the help of family and friends, and the distressing
psychological symptoms settle after a number of weeks. These are normal human
reactions to abnormal situations.
This leaflet focuses on the needs of people whose problems are persistent and
cause disruption to their personal and family life, and how they might be helped.

Why might I need help?
You might need help if you are having ongoing problems such as those described
below:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Thoughts about the traumatic event continue to overwhelm you in intensity
and frequency, making you to feel exhausted
You feel you must keep active in order to block out your feelings
You still feel numb about the event or you sometimes have to pretend it did
not really happen at all
You continue to feel a strong sense of shame or guilt about the event or your
reactions to it
You feel you are becoming increasingly withdrawn from people in social
situations
You are continuing to have difficulties with sleep
You are becoming more irritable and angry or are low in mood
Your work performance is suffering
There is no-one you can really talk to about how you feel
You find you are drinking and smoking more or using drugs that are not
prescribed for you to help you cope
Your are experiencing pain as a result of physical injury
Your relationships are affected.
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What help is available?
There is a growing range of support services and treatments available. These
include psychological treatments, prescribed medication, complementary
therapies and different types of social interventions. Treatments can be used on
their own, or in combination, depending on your particular needs. The Eastern
Trauma Advisory Panel Services Directory describes a comprehensive range of
organisations which provide help and support.

Can my General Practitioner (GP) help?
Your GP may be able to help you to deal with your difficulties without having to
refer you on for more specialist support, and some GP practices offer counselling
services. However, treatments and support for people who are traumatised are
available through general mental health services, which are also accessible
through your GP.

How do I find out about services?
A range of support services is available through the health service, voluntary and
community-based organisations, some of which offer specialist provision for
individuals and families affected by the trauma of the ‘Troubles’. Psychotherapy
and counselling, training, befriending and social support are available. You can
find a full list in the Eastern Trauma Advisory Panel Services Directory.
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Services for people who have experienced
Traumatic Stress
People react in different ways to stressful events. Often people manage with the help of
family and friends and through time begin to feel a little better. Sometimes, though, people
need more help.....WHY?

you are
withdrawing from
people or
relationships are
damaged
you are using
drink or drugs

there is nobody
you can talk to

WHY?

you have
constant
distressing
thoughts

you are in pain
from an injury
you feel numb

you can’t do your
work

you feel very
guilty or angry

you can’t sleep

How do I find a practitioner and what can I expect from
counselling or psychotherapy services?
Many people feel embarrassed about admitting that they have emotional
problems. It is important that you do not avoid seeking help for this reason. It can
be difficult to focus at a time of distress, hopefully the following information will be
useful before visiting a practitioner.
The relationship formed between you and them must be based on a clear
understanding that you have agreed together. With this in mind, you should be
clear about two issues – the practitioner’s qualifications and the service they will
provide:
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Ask about the practitioner’s qualifications and experience.
It is helpful to ask about the qualifications of your counsellor or practitioner and to
use only those who are registered and who subscribe to their professional body’s
recognised code of ethics and professional practice. For example, ask if they are
a member of one of the following:
•
•
•
•
•
•

British Association for Counselling & Psychotherapy (BACP)
Irish Association for Counselling & Psychotherapy (IACP)
British Psychological Society (BPS)
United Kingdom Council for Psychotherapy (UKCP)
British Association for Behavioural & Cognitive Psychotherapists (BABCP)
Since July 2009 all psychologists are registered with the Health Professionals
Council (HPC).

Be clear about the service to be provided.
A professional practitioner should offer a full assessment of your needs and the
opportunity to agree what you hope to achieve by engaging in the work. Good
practitioners will help you to decide if they are the right source of support for you
and will be willing to refer you to a more specialist service if that is what you need.

What are self-help, listening ear and befriending services
and what can I expect from them?
It can be reassuring to meet with people who have had experiences similar to your
own. You may decide that other services – such as a support group, befriending or
listening ear – can offer you the help you need. These are sometimes called
‘psycho-social’ services and are provided by organisations whose volunteers and
befrienders are trained ‘competent helpers’ with awareness of trauma and
traumatic bereavement. It is important to be aware that this is not counselling. A
good competent helper will always be supportive of your needs,
and can refer you on to a more specialist service should you require it.
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What might help?
social intervention
eg. befriending

What might
help?
psychological
treatments, talking
things out

HSC Trust services
complementary
therapies

Can complementary therapies help and what can I expect
from these services?
A wide range of complementary therapies (e.g. aromatherapy to help relaxation,
massage to alleviate muscular pain etc.) is now available, and the physical and
psychological impact of traumatic stress may be successfully managed through
the use of such therapies – particularly in terms of relaxation and stress
management.
However, proceed with caution if you also have a physical injury. Most
complementary therapies have accreditation boards and councils and you should
choose a practitioner who is registered with one of these. As with counselling and
psychotherapy you should check the qualifications and accreditation of your
complementary practitioner.
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AND FINALLY.... If you need help, even if you are not sure what that help might
be, ask for it and persist until you get what you need.

How do I find help?
speak to your GP

phone the Eastern
Trauma Advisory Panel
on 028 9056 4951

How do I find
help?

Identify a suitable
support service in the
Eastern Trauma Advisory
Panel directory on
www.belfasttrust.hscni.net

If you are unsure about what this help will be like, talk to your GP or the Eastern
Trauma Advisory Panel Coordinator who can give you more information. They will
explain it fully. Also ask lots of questions of the person who is helping you. They
will be happy to explain about:
•
•
•
•

Their qualifications
Times and number of appointments
What will happen
Cost (if any).

If you have any problems, contact the Eastern Trauma Advisory Panel on
028 9056 4951.

Contact:
EASTERN TRAUMA ADVISORY PANEL
Glenvilla, Knockbracken Healthcare Park, Belfast, BT8 8BH
Direct line: 028 9056 4951
Email: martina.mullin-o’hare@belfasttrust.hscni.net
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