Dr. Fran’s Tips: How to Tell a Child About the Death of a Parent or Sibling

by Dr. Fran Walfish


It is always difficult to tell someone of the death of a family member, but it is especially difficult to give devastating news to a child. While this is never easy, the ideas below will help both you and your young loved one through this sad process.
1. Confirm the child’s question “Did she die?” But do it softly. Rather than drop an emotional bomb and shock the child by saying, “Your mother died,” start by saying “Something very sad happened today to your Mom.” Then continue with a brief, truthful statement of what occurred. Allow the child time to process the information. Then answer all of his or her questions honestly.

2. If the family member died of an illness, clarify that this illness is different from having a cold or other illness that a child might get. Most children worry silently, “Could it happen to me?” Be sure to reassure that cancer, for example, is very different from a sore throat.

3. If the death was due to a gang drive-by shooting, you may offer something to the effect of: “You know, most people in the world are good, but there are some who do bad things. For example, gang members do not feel like they belong to their families. Because everyone wants to belong to a group, gang members make the terrible mistake of joining a group that does bad things. We are not like that. You have me, and you have (list names of people who love and care for the child). You don’t have to join a group who does bad things. You have us and you have Boy Scouts, Church Youth Group, Choir Group, etc. (list positive groups the child may belong to).”

4. Young children comprehend death easier if concrete examples are offered. You can say, “Beautiful flowers are alive and we enjoy them for a while and then they die. Trees can live a lot longer, like people, but sometimes they die, too.”

5. Children feel sadness, grief, loss, and a sense of abandonment. They also grapple with “Can I die?” “Can my Mom or Dad die?” “Can my sister, brother, or grandparents die?” They are most concerned about themselves and their close family members. If it’s a case of death due to natural causes or illness, it helps to emphasize the young age and good health of the surviving care-giving family members.
 
6. Resilience comes from sympathetic discussions with a secure attachment figure. It is important to tolerate a child’s pain and anger when he is in distress. Our tolerance helps build the child’s capacity for tolerance, which helps her feel validated, no matter what she is feeling. Supportive communication is important for nurturing close, intimate relationships throughout life. And especially in times of grief, a meaningful emotional connection gives value to a child’s experience and helps him feel a stronger sense of himself.
 
