
Preparing Children for the Death of a Loved One 
 
This is most likely one of the most painful moments of your life. Having to tell your child 

that a loved one will not survive an illness or injury will probably be one of the most 

difficult conversations you will ever have. Take deep breaths, talk slow and continually 

ask your child if he has any questions.  

 

How Do I Tell Them? 

Try to initiate conversations about what is happening and give your child age-appropriate 

information in a clear and straightforward manner. Children of all ages may be uncomfortable 

asking questions so ask them often if they understand what you are saying and if they have any 

questions. 

 

What Do I Tell Them? 

It’s often easier to be simple and concise with the information you share during this time. If  your 

loved one hasn’t died yet, try to be as realistic as possible about his/her prognosis and plan of 

care. Remember, it is ok to say, “I don’t know” or “I can try to find someone who may know the 

answer for you” if you don’t know the answer to the question.  

 

Anticipate Their Questions  

Children often want to know when the person will die and why they have to die. It is best to be 

honest about what you do know about your loved one and what happened. Although it may be 

tempting, limiting basic information may in fact create fears and misconceptions in your child 

that you will most likely have to deal with in the future.  

 

Helping Children Say Goodbye  

Preserving memories is a gentle way to help a child shift from get-well wishes to saying good-

bye. Encourage children to make good-bye pictures or write good-bye letters. If a child wants to 

visit a loved one who is dying or has died, be sure to prepare them for the environment. Let them 

know how the person looks and also describe the environment around him/her (including sights, 

sounds, smells, etc...). 
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