
Caregiver Resources

Julia Pierce, RN - Christian Hospice Nurse Educator 

Additional Resources Available at JuliaPierceRN.com 

How to Talk to Children About Death
Talking to a child about death is never easy, but using simple, honest words can make a world of difference. Children
need clarity, safety, and a calm adult who tells the truth gently. This guide offers supportive steps to help you explain

death in a way children can understand—without creating fear.

Toddlers & Preschoolers (Ages 2–5)

Kids this age need very simple, concrete words.
 They don’t understand symbolism, euphemisms, or the
concept of “forever.”
How to explain death:

“Her body stopped working. She died.”
“She can’t breathe, eat, or wake up anymore.”
“She isn’t coming back, but we can still love her and
remember her.”

What they need most:
Repetition
Routine
Reassurance (“You are safe”)
Permission to ask the same question many times

Avoid:
 “Went to sleep,” “lost,” “gone away,” or “passed.”
Common Questions

“When is she coming back?”
“Why did she die?”
“Can we go get her?”
“If she died in the night… will I die in the night?”
“Who will take care of me?”
“Where did she go?”

Common Reactions
Confusion (they don’t understand “forever”)
Repeating the same questions again and again
Fear around sleep or separation
Regression (accidents, tantrums, clinginess)
Acting out because they don’t have words yet
Sudden bursts of sadness, then returning to play

Young Children (Ages 6–9)

This age group understands more, but still thinks literally.
How to explain death:

“Dying means the body stopped working and can’t
start again.”
“Nothing you did or said made this happen.”
“She died, and she isn’t hurting anymore.”

What they need most:
Clear cause-and-effect
Reassurance about safety (“Adults are here to take care
of you”)
Space to ask “why” questions
Honesty delivered gently

Avoid:
 Too much medical detail, confusing language, or mixed
messages.
Common Questions

“What happens to the body?”
“Does it hurt to die?”
“Is it my fault?”
“Can this happen to Mom or Dad?”
“Where is Heaven?”
“Can people die from getting sick?”

Common Reactions
Worry about safety (their own and their parents’)
Misunderstanding cause-and-effect
Wanting specific details
Being scared it will happen again
Magical thinking (“If I’m good, maybe she’ll come
back”)
Going quiet or withdrawing
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Older Kids & Preteens (Ages 10–12)

They can handle more explanation and want
truth delivered directly.
How to explain death:

“I want to be honest with you: Grandpa
died.”
“You can ask me anything, even if it’s hard.”
“This is a big loss, and all your feelings are
okay.”

What they need most:
Respect
Clear answers
A chance to talk or stay quiet
Emotional permission

Avoid:
 Minimizing their feelings or assuming they’re
“too old” to need comfort.
Common Questions

“What exactly happened?”
“Could anyone have stopped it?”
“Why do people die?”
“What happens after someone dies?”
“Will this happen to me?”
“How do I help my family?”

Common Reactions
Anxiety or worry about the future
Trying to make sense of fairness and justice
Wanting more control or responsibility
Helping too much (parentifying)
Hiding feelings to “be strong”
Asking deep or unexpected questions

Teenagers

Teens understand death like adults do, but
emotions can be intense.
How to explain death:

“I know this is hard. She died.”
“I’m here to walk through this with you.”
“Whatever you’re feeling is valid.” 

What they need most:
Honesty
Space
A steady adult presence
Check-ins without pressure

Avoid:
Forcing conversation or assuming silence
means they’re fine.
Common Questions

“Why did this have to happen?”
“What’s the point of life if people die?”
“How do I deal with this pain?”
“What should I have done differently?”
“Is it okay that I don’t want to talk?”
“Where was God?”

Common Reactions
Anger, irritability,or emotional
shutdown
Questioning faith, identity, or purpose
Wanting distance from family
Acting normal one minute and
devastated the next
Needing independence but still craving
support
Using distractions (friends, devices,
music) to cope
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