
 
   

 
Dealing with Guilt 
When a Child Dies 

 
Dear parents, 
Experiencing guilt when a loved one dies 

occurs so often that it is considered a normal 
part of grieving. However, Dr. Kubler-Ross has 
said that guilt may also be one of the most 
painful parts of grieving. This pamphlet was 
created to help you deal with the guilt that might 
otherwise overwhelm you after the accident, 
sickness or death of your child. 
 
                      Remember that when the death occurred, 
                           you were doing the best that you could at the time. 
                            (Schiff, p.44; Baugher, p. 33) 
 

According to psychotherapist Helen 
Fitzpatrick, it is important to make a distinction 
between guilt and regret. They are closely related 
and it is difficult to deal with both of them at the 
same time. Did you really do something wrong 
on purpose (guilt) or do you regret not having 
done something that you would have liked to do 
(regret)? 

We may always have regrets, but that is 
different from being guilty of doing something 
wrong. This distinction may help to diminish 
your feeling of guilt. 
 

 

There are many kinds of guilt that you may 
experience. The first six are from research with 
bereaved parents conducted by Margaret Miles & 
Alice Demi (p. 105). 

 
Death causation guilt: 
The feeling that it was somehow your fault is 
common, especially initially, as you seek answers 
to why, how, who and if only… 
“I should not have allowed him to go so far on his 
bike.” 
 
Guilt related to the illness: 
“ I should have noticed his symptoms sooner.” 
 
Guilt related to the parental role of protector: 
“I am his father and am responsible for anything 
that happens to him.” 
 
Survivor guilt:
“I should have died instead of him.” 

 
Grieving guilt:
“I’m crying too much [or not enough].” 
 
Moral guilt:
“I am being punished because I’m guilty of a past 
moral sin.” 
 
Feeling better guilt: (Schiff, p.124-127; Baugher, p. 27) 
“I feel guilty that I am feeling better.” 
“I must be heartless to feel better, how could a 
good parent feel better, be at peace?” 
“A good parent should grieve continuously and 
never allow joy to come into his life.” 
 
Going forward guilt:
Planning for another child does not mean that 
you have forgotten the child who died. 

The natural evolution of guilt 3. Letting go of your guilt or grief doesn’t mean 
you are letting go of your child. (Schiff, p.124-127; 
Baugher, p. 39) 

 
A healthy resolution of guilt: Most parents 
eventually realize that it is impossible to 
control everything in life and that when the 
event took place, they were doing the best 
they could, under the circumstances. 

Letting go of your guilt simply means that you 
are rejecting any negative emotions that stop you 
from living life fully. 
 
4. Allow yourself to express your guilt. Analyze 
what you are saying by your guilt. How and why 
are you blaming yourself? Does it make sense 
rationally? 

 
Unhealthy progression of guilt:  Some parents 
go from feeling guilt to feeling shame. Feeling 
ashamed of who you are could lead a person to 
self-destructive behaviors. 

 
5. Explain your actions rationally and 
underline your good intentions (Miles & Demi, 
p.114). That is realize that when the event took 
place, you were doing the best you could under 
the circumstances. 

 
Another unhealthy progression of guilt. 
Blaming others can be used to avoid looking at 
one’s own feelings of guilt. 
 You did not intend to do anything wrong 
 Your actions were loving actions 
Most of the following suggested ways to cope 
with guilt are from the book “Understanding 
Guilt during Bereavement” and are reprinted 
here with permission of the author 
psychologist Dr. Bob Baugher. To order his 
53-page book go to: b_kbaugher@yahoo.com 

You can’t control everything 
You are not a doctor 
You can’t keep your children in a bubble or 
glass cage. 
 

Peebles-Kleiger writes that blaming oneself 
builds the illusion that control is possible. 
But can we really control everything, or do 
we only wish we could? 

 
The helpfulness of these strategies may vary from 
person to person. 
  1. Understand that it is normal to feel guilt.  (Miles & Demi; p. 113, Baugher, p. 30) 

  
2. Share your feelings and thoughts with others. 
Don’t carry your burden alone; find someone 
who knows how to listen. 
(Schiff, p.44; Miles & Demi, p.113; Baugher p.46) 



    
   

9. Use the approach of a best friend: what 
would you say to your best friend if he or she 
experienced the same type of guilt? (Baugher, p. 42) 

 If working on your guilt rationally doesn’t 
seem to help, here are additional suggestions 
from Dr. Bob Baugher as well as from 
Margaret Miles and Alice Demi. As we did on 
the previous page, we have included page 
numbers for those of you who wish to read the 
full text in Baugher’s book or in the Miles & 
Demi article. 
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Important notice   
(Baugher, p. 36) 
 
8. Letting go of guilt is a decision that you 
consciously make. You cannot blame yourself 
unceasingly. Consider the following: 
a) Put your guilt "on hold" for 1 hour to see how 

it feels. (Baugher, p. 44) 
b) Plan a future date at which point you will stop 

blaming yourself with negative self-talk. 
(Baugher, p. 45) 

             Remember that you did the best 
                                   you could and that it is 
                                  impossible to control everything in life. 

 
 

 

The information presented in this document is not intended to 
replace the advice of a health care professional or physician. 
Please talk to a qualified professional for all questions related 
to your health.  
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IMPORTANT : PLEASE READ 
 
Information provided in this pamphlet is for educational purposes.  
It is not intended to replace the advice or instruction of a  
professional healthcare practitioner, or to substitute medical care.  
Contact a qualified healthcare practitioner if you have any  
questions concerning your care. 

 
 


