
for grieving families

How to Prepare a Child for an  
Upcoming Death

When to have the conversation. 
Use your best judgement on when to have this conversation. It is hard to know when the 
 “right” time is — but you know your child(ren) best and you’ll know when. There is no right  
or wrong answer here. Just remember children respond best to difficult situations when  
adults are honest and prepare them for what is to come. Trust and open communication  
are cultivated through how honest and open we are with difficult conversations. 

Be honest. 
You can start by asking the children what they think is going on. Some children may already 
know (children overhear conversations and can pick up on things from adults) - so this can  
be a way to open the conversation. Then I would start with saying that…

 “___________‘s body is getting weaker and the doctors don’t think they can help his/her body get 
better. ___________won’t be getting better. He/she will die but we don’t know exactly when. 
 *You can insert faith beliefs here

Then go on to explain that when someone dies their body stops working - their heart stops 
beating - they no longer need to eat or drink. It may be important for young children (under 5 
years old) to hear that when the person dies they won’t see the person anymore (depending 
on if there is an open casket funeral) - developmentally, young children don’t understand that 
death is permanent. 

Know that if a child has not experienced a death before, the child may not fully comprehend 
the impact the death may have on them in the future. They may not fully understand until it 
happens. This is okay. Answer any questions they have honestly and be supportive of all their 
fears and feelings. 
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Children grieve differently than adults. Children grieve in small chunks of time. They may have a 
few moments of crying and then may want to go play. This is appropriate and normal behavior 
for children. If you see these behaviors, it does not mean that the child does not understand 
what is happening. 

Other things to mention to children:

This is no one’s fault. 
It is important that children know that their thoughts or actions did not cause the person to die.

Allow time for questions. 
Depending on age and developmental level children might have questions. You can answer 
them as you see fit. Think of this as time to build trust and communication with your children. 
Continue to check in with your child and ask if they have any more questions about what  
is happening .

It’s okay to say “I don’t know.” 
As adults we want to have all the right answers. It is okay to tell children we don’t have all  
the answers. 

Remind children that all feelings are okay. 
Explain that it is okay to be sad, confused, angry and even be happy about the other things 
 in their life. Sometimes children (and adults) can feel guilty if we smile or laugh after a death 
but all feelings are okay and you can even have more than one feeling at a time.

Show emotion and model healthy coping. 
If you sense yourself or a child feeling a certain feeling, model healthy coping skills for that 
feeling. (For example: model healthy coping skills for feeling angry - such as going for a run, 
throwing a baseball, etc.) Include children in coming up with two or three healthy coping  
skills for different emotions. Ask them what helps when they are feeling that way. 

Many adults feel like they need to be strong for children and not cry in front of them, but crying 
in front of children is healthy and in turn shows them that crying is okay and makes them feel 
more comfortable doing so. 

Reassure & keep routines. 
Give a lot of reassurance and comfort. When possible try to keep routines. If plans change try 
to give notice and explain why. Children do best when they know what to expect.
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