


When someone you love dies
it is a very painful and difficult time. Although you are 
hurting, please make an effort to explain the death to 
your child and allow them to grieve.

Explain clearly, simply, slowly 
and honestly
about what caused the death, Do this as soon as  
possible. Waiting for the ‘right time’ causes confusion 
and resentment. (Even if the child was present at the 
time, go over what happened). Ask if the child has any 
questions, answer honestly, and admit if you do not 
know an answer.

Explain what death is. Use language like ‘The body 
stopped working and he/she no longer breathes, eats, 
walks, talks, moves, goes to the toilet or feels pain’.

Explain that doctors and nurses tried very hard to 
make them better, to fix the person; but sometimes 
the body is hurt so badly it cannot be fixed. Or the 
person was so very, very sick that medicines did not 
make them better.

Avoid euphemisms. Do not say:

	 ‘He/She went to sleep and won’t wake up’

	 ‘God needed an angel’

	 ‘He/She went on a trip and can’t come back’

Euphemisms can sometimes lead to other problems 
e.g. insomnia, yearning for return.

Make sure the child knows the death was not his/
her fault. Many children believe that something they 
thought, said or did caused the death. Assure the child 
that he/she is not responsible.

Include the child
in the preparations for receiving friends at home  
for the funeral/memorial service and the cemetery:

	 Ask him/her to do little things, like putting flowers 	
	 in water, food in the refrigerator

	 Ask him/her to pick out a favourite song or story 	
	 for the funeral memorial service

	 Ask if he/she wants to write something or make a  
	 picture to go inside the coffin

	 Ask if he/she wants to take a special gift,  
	 photograph or flower to the service

Explain what will happen during the ceremonies in 
clear and simple terms. Tell the child what he/she will 
see and hear. Explain the purpose of these rituals. 
Many children pick up falsehoods about what  
happens to the body. Assure the child that the body is 
well cared for and kept intact when it is prepared for 
burial or cremation. If you decide to have a viewing,  
prepare the child for how the body will look. The 
funeral director may help with this.

Encourage your child to attend the services. Taking 
part in the rituals can be very helpful for the child’s 
understanding of the death, and for beginning the 
grieving and mourning process.

If the child is reluctant to attend, gently mention that 
he/she may regret missing out on this important day, 
However, don’t force the child to do anything against 
his/her will.

Be prepared to explain over and over again what  
happened, and what death means. This may be  
particularly important if you are talking with a very 
young child for whom death may not seem final.

Do not be afraid to show your 
own feelings
in front of a child. You may be in shock, pain, disbelief 
and feel confused. It will help the child to see how 
much you hurt. Let the child know it is okay to cry or 
even scream. Cry together and find time to share your 
feelings honestly.

Your child might want to stay physically close to you 
because a death can sometimes prompt feelings  
of insecurity.

	 Do not push the child away

	 Hold the child close to you if he/she likes

	 Cry together

	 Allow the child to sleep with you or near you

Try not to let visitors ‘encircle’ you and separate  
you from the child because this can frighten and  
anger them.

Let the child take breaks away from you if he/she 
wants. This is good for you:-

	 Let the child be alone if desired

	 Let the child go out to play with a friend

	 Assure the child you are there for him/her


