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TALKING TO CHILDREN ABOUT DEATH 
 
 
 

1. When do children begin to understand the concept of death? 
Children’s understanding is influenced by age.  Before the age of 5, children don’t realize that 
death is final and universal.  At age 10, children begin to understand what death means. 

 
2. What is the best way to explain death to children? 

Help them understand that death is a biological process.  Explain that when people or pets die, 
their bodies stop working - they no longer move, think, feel, or communicate.  The person will not 
come alive again because death is irreversible. 

 
3. If told the truth, will children become frightened that the same thing will happen to them? 

Children sense when something upsetting has happened.  If it seems that parents and teachers are 
hiding something, children suspicions lead to fears and fantasies.  These can be more troubling 
than the death. 

 
4. What is the best way to deal with death? 

Speak to your child about death?  First tell simply and truthfully what has happened.  Provide 
some information about death. 

 
Let children know how you feel.  For example: “My feelings are all mixed up right now, and I 
think you may have all sorts of feelings.  I want to hear what you are thinking.  I’ll try to answer 
any questions you have as best I can.”  Sharing your sadness helps children see that grieving as a 
natural response to death of a loved one and valued person. 

 
Be alert to the kinds of emotions that children express and the questions they ask.  Take your cues 
directly from your children.  They’ll let you know just what kind of comfort they need and how 
much information they can handle. 

 
Many times children will ask the same questions again and again.  This doesn’t mean that your 
answers haven’t been helpful.  It expresses a child’s need for reassurance while coping with 
confusion and fear. 

 
5. What are the signs that a child needs professional help to cope with death? 

It can be expected that, for a while some children will experience sleep disorders and other 
physical problems.  Some will regress to babyish behavior or become very aggressive.  Some will 
have problems with concentration.  If any of these reactions persist for many weeks, or if they are 
so intense that they interfere with a child’s functioning, a professional consultation might be 
necessary. 
 
Death is a difficult concept for all of us.  Your openness, sensitivity, and willingness to recognize 
and share your own feelings will help children through this difficult time. 
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