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When do I tell the children?

Strategies to help you decide on timing to tell children about a death.

• Talk to children as soon as possible.

• Ask children to describe what they already know about the situation. 

• Reassure children that talking about death does not increase the 
chances of the death occurring. 

• Ask children how much information they want. Do they want a lot 
of information or just a summary of the most important information? 

• Create an environment where children feel safe asking questions. 

• Discuss the changes they are seeing, hearing, and experiencing. 

• Recognize that it’s unnecessary to hold off telling children until 
“all of the medical information” is obtained. Many families think 
they shouldn’t talk to children until they have more information 
(more test results, a more accurate prognosis). But children can 
appreciate being a part of the experience of uncertainty with the 
adults in their life. You never know how long you have. 

• Ask the physician directly for an estimation as to how long the 
person will live. If the death may be imminent, it’s important to 
share that information with children right away.

• Check in with you child after you talk and expect them to process 
the information in stages.

How to talk to children

These are prompts to help get conversations started.

When you die…

• Your heart stops.

• Your body stops working.

• You don’t eat.

• You don’t breathe — to give more concrete information about 
what is the meaning of death

              













Six to Nine Years

Child begins to somewhat understand death. Can differentiate between 
living and non-living.

Possible Behaviors:

• Fear that death is contagious and other loved ones will “catch it” 
and die

• Asks more detailed questions and very curious about the body 

• Guilt-may blame them for death

• Separation anxiety and also may become withdrawn

• Continues to have difficulty expressing feelings, which may cause 
aggression 

• Afraid to go to school or be away from home

• Continues to have difficulty to spirituality

Providing support:

• Ask what they know before saying anything and help clear up 
any misconceptions

• Talk and ask questions with child and encourage them to express 
feelings

• Don’t force children to talk 

• Make sure child does not feel responsible in any way

• Identify specific fears; share bad dreams

• Provide opportunity for play, drawing, and art

• Be honest

• Help them with positive memories of deceased 

• Model healthy coping behaviors

• Avoid saying things like “don’t worry, things will be okay,” and 
“you are such a strong boy/girl”

• Use honest words. Avoid “Your parent went to sleep and is now 
in heaven.” They are not able to understand what that means yet

• Maintain openness 

• Inform the child’s teacher 

              









Visitation and Funeral

Preparation for Burial:

Allow children to participate in preparation dependent on age. Pick 
out flowers, songs, pictures, etc. 

Children and the funeral:

Parents often want to protect their children from any contact with 
death. However, a memorial service can be an important event for 
children as it is an opportunity to say good-bye. Dependent on 
age, encourage your child to attend, but respect their wishes if 
they choose not to go. 

Children Viewing the Body:

Dependent on age, children should be given a choice to view or 
touch the body. Seeing the body may help them to understand 
the reality of the death. Tell them what to expect when they see 
or touch the body. Reinforce the permanence of death. That their 
body is no longer working, their heart is not beating, they are not 
breathing, they cannot talk, Etc.

Cremation:

When telling your children about cremation you might explain it by 
saying for example, “Cremation is where heat is used to change the 
body into ashes.” Dependent on age, explain that this doesn’t hurt 
their loved one. 

Possible Behaviors:

It is normal for anger to take over. Even if there is no one to blame 
for the death, a child may try to find someone or something to be 
angry at and THIS IS NORMAL.

Anger, denial, fear and guilt should be admitted, expressed, and let 
go of through the grief process. 

              








