
Sibling Death Checklist Robert T. Hall 

Trial Guides presents Grief & Loss: Identifying and Proving Damages in Wrongful Death Cases 
Additional content available at: http://www.trialguides.com/resources/downloads/grief-and-loss

1 

Checklist for the Death of a Sibling 

1. How old is the surviving sibling?
2. How old was the sibling who died?
3. How are the parents grieving? For their model of “how to grieve,” children look to

their parents.
4. Does the survivor feel smothered or abandoned by grieving parents?
5. What pre-existing marital tensions did the parents experience?
6. Is the surviving sibling:

• More aware of death?
• More anxious for himself or herself?
• More concerned that something will happen to his parents or other

caregiver?
7. Does the surviving sibling feel pressure to become more like the dead sibling?
8. Has the parent become overly protective of the surviving sibling?
9. Does the surviving sibling blame himself or herself for the death, in a real or

imaginary way?
10. What role did the deceased sibling play in the family, such as the favorite, the

problem child, and so on?
11. Does the surviving sibling feel survivor guilt, such as, “I should have been the one to

die”?
12. Is the surviving sibling angry at the parents for not protecting the deceased sibling?
13. Does the survivor have support? The parents may be so focused on their own grief

that the child feels isolated.

Family Demographics 

1. How many children were there in the family at the time of death?
• If only two, and they were of opposite sexes, the death of one may be the

death of a “perfect” family.
2. Did the death occur after the parents’ childbearing years?
3. If not, and the parents successfully have another child, what will the now older

sibling’s view of that child be?
4. Were the parents too old or had they elected to be sterilized?
5. What was the deceased child’s birth order? The death of the firstborn may have an

impact on the surviving siblings differently than the death of a later born child.
6. What was the age spread between the surviving siblings and the deceased?
7. What were the gender distributions?

Family Roles 

1. How did the surviving siblings view the role of the decedent and their own roles
with respect to the decedent?
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2. Was the deceased a good athlete? 
3. Was the survivor the good student? 
4. Did each admire or dislike the other’s success.  
5. Did the survivor feel like her father liked her brother more because of his athletic 

accomplishments? 
6. Were one child’s successes more private than the other’s?  
7. Was one sibling more gregarious and an extrovert, the other more bookish and 

introverted? 
8. How did each parent react to the decedent’s personality during the lifetime and the 

survivor’s personality? 
9. Did the sibling move in birth order after the death? They may move from youngest 

or second oldest to oldest child.  
10. Is the sibling now an only child? 
11. How will the child feel when he or she reaches the age when an older sibling died? 
12. Was the deceased child the glue or the peacemaker that held the family together? 
13. Were the siblings competitors? The survivor may feel relief that he will now be “the 

winner,” which will lead the survivor to a sense of guilt for feeling that way. 
14. Does the family feel that the “wrong” child died?  

• Is the survivor is the “bad child” with poor grades, poor at sports, or spotty 
school attendance? 

• Is the survivor the “good child” with good grades and good behavior? 
15. What were the alliances between the siblings during their lifetimes?  
16. Were the siblings biological or adopted children?  
17. If adopted, were the children of different races and ethnic backgrounds? 

The Family's Grieving Process 

1. Were the parents so bound up in their own grief they seemed insensitive to the 
surviving child’s? 

2. Did either parent’s grief become clinical depression, so that the surviving sibling 
suffered several losses in one? 

3. Is the surviving sibling having episodes of magical thinking that affect grief, such as: 
• “Have my most ardent and wicked wishes come true?”  
• “Thanks to the magical powers of my mind, have I succeeded at last in 

getting rid of my sister?”  
4. Where are the other family members in their grief process?  

Death of an Adult Sibling 

1. What connections and attachments exist between the adult siblings?  
2. Most geographic separation of adult siblings have little bearing on the strength of 

their bonds and attachments. What took them apart (jobs, marriages, children)? 
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Death of a Twin 

1. The connectedness of fraternal or identical twins to each other is unique or perhaps, 
was unique if they have grown apart over time.  

• Did they wear similar clothes as children?  
• Did they like this or did it make them angry? 
• Is the surviving twin experiencing an identity crisis—who am I without my 

twin? 
• Are there scrapbooks or photo albums with pictures of “the twins”? 
• If the surviving twin struggled to attain his or her own identity, does the 

death seem like wish fulfilment? 
2. What cultural and religious views did the family have about twins and other multiple 

births? For example: 
• In some cultures twins are feared, and in other cultures they are revered.  
• In some religious views, identical twins share a common soul.  
• Grief is thought to be greater in the West after the death of a twin than the 

death of other relatives.  
3. Are the parents over-protective of the surviving twin?  

Presenting the Impact of Sibling Death 

1. Did the older siblings take the younger one by the hand and escort him through the 
novelty of early life? 

2. Did the older sibling abuse the power of his “seniority” to pass on the pain and 
anger imposed on them by a dysfunctional parent? 

3. Are the surviving siblings are too young to put on the stand? 
4. If they could take the stand, would they be equipped to articulate how the death has 

affected them? 
5. Are there other adults available to speak about the child, such as daycare workers, 

nursery school teachers, kindergarten teachers, and elementary school teachers? 
6. Children often express themselves in drawings and artwork. Is artwork available to 

review for clues as to how they are processing the recent loss?  
7. For adolescents, is a school counselor, favorite teacher, or sports coach available to 

provide important detailed information? 
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