Telling a child someone has died
– our support and guidance
Telling a child someone has died may be the hardest thing you ever do and often one of the first questions is
‘how much should I tell them?’ It’s normal to worry about making things worse by saying too much or the
wrong thing but remember the worst has already happened. Our team at Winston’s Wish are on hand to help
guide you through and suggest some gentle and caring ways in which to approach telling a child that someone
they love has died.
Often adults want to protect children from death and it’s normal to think that children need to be shielded.
However, in reality children are very aware and will pick up when something as enormous as a death has
occurred.

Use clear language when telling a child someone has died
It’s better to use clear and direct language with children. Use the words ‘died’ and ‘dead’ rather than ‘passed
away’ or ‘lost’ when telling them. These terms can lead to confusion, especially in younger children who may
wonder if they can go and find a person who is now ‘lost’.
From our experience, it is better to be open, honest and direct when a loved one has died. In the absence of
clear information children tend to ‘fill in the gaps’ to try and make sense of what is happening. This can mean
that children imagine all sorts of things about a death, which are often worse than the reality.

Build up information like a jigsaw when explaining
You don’t need to give children all of the information in one go. When telling a child someone has died it’s
best to give them information in smaller chunks that are more manageable and build it up like a jigsaw.
For example, very young children start to build puzzles with just a few blocks and for them ‘Mummy has died’
and ‘it’s really sad’ might be enough to begin with. As they develop and get older children will require more
information to make sense of the puzzle. For example, you might explain how a person has died and could
say ‘Mummy’s heart stopped working which meant her body became broken’.

Let them ask questions about what happened
If children are older it is also important to ask them how much information they would like to receive, for
example, ‘would you like to know what happened at the hospital?’.
Letting children know they can ask more questions in the future is also important, this tells them that they can
rely on the adults around them to provide the truth at a confusing time. Even if you do not know the answers
immediately you can reassure children and let them know you’ll try to find out.

Ways to explain to a child that someone has died
Some suggested words:
“We know that all living things will die someday. Flowers, animals, trees, butterflies, people all die
eventually…”
“… however, the great majority of people will die when they are very old.”
“Occasionally, someone will die before they are old because, for example, of an accident or serious illness.”
“When someone dies, their body stops working and they are no longer able to do the things they could when
they were alive, such as move or talk or hug or play.”
“Sadly, [name] has died. Everyone wishes they had not died and had lived for many more years. However,
their body was not able to keep working and so they died. Their heart stopped beating, their lungs stopped
breathing and their brain stopped thinking, and so they died.”
“We are very healthy and we’re going to do all we can to keep that way, because I want to be around to [play
with my great grandchildren/travel to Mars/celebrate the year 2100].”

How might children and young people react to the death?
Although they will feel it just as deeply, children will experience and express grief in different ways to adults.
This means they might react quite differently to how adults would or how you might expect. Initial reactions
to the news of a death may vary greatly from considerable distress, to finding it hard to speak, or they may
not react very much at all.
Young children in particular, tend to ‘jump’ in and out of their grief – a little like jumping in and out of a
puddle – leaping from feeling very upset and distressed one moment to wanting to know what’s for tea or
whether they can play football, for example. The reason for this is that children need a break from the
powerful emotions that accompany their grief and so are able to jump out of them for a while in order that
they are not overwhelmed.
Whilst this can be difficult for adults to understand and to keep up with, it is very normal and it doesn’t mean
that your child doesn’t care or isn’t impacted by what has happened. It may take them some time to process
what has happened and they might need some help in finding ways to express how it feels for them.
It is also common for children to experience guilt when a brother or sister has died. This may be guilt that
they have in some way contributed to their death or guilt at being alive. Children need reassurance to
understand the death was not their fault.

How to help children and young people explore their emotions
Children will look to the adults around them to make sense of grief and try to understand how they should
react. Often people worry about children seeing them upset as are worried they’ll make things worse.

Grief is complicated and adults and children can experience a range of emotions. It isn’t going to damage a
child if they see you cry, however more extreme grief reactions might be frightening to them. It’s ok to
explore feelings with children and can give them permission to explore their own with you too. For example,
you could say ‘Mummy is crying because I feel really sad because Daddy died and I miss him’.
Saying things out loud helps children understand and be aware of what is happening in their world. Just as
adults try to protect children from their grief, children instinctively do the same and may be worried about
showing how they are really feeling. With encouragement it is possible to help children explore their grief
rather than keeping emotions locked away, which can make grief more complicated.
It is normal for parents to struggle to be available for children due to their own grief when another child has
died. However, children manage this change better if clear information is given about what is happening and
why. For example, you could say ‘Mummy is finding today really difficult as I’m feeling really sad that Tom
died’.
There will be times or days when communicating clearly like this feels easier and times it feels really hard.
Look after yourself and do what you feel able too, when you can. However, speaking honestly with children
can help them feel included and valued at a time when life is really difficult. In time you can explore feelings
together but it is ok if you notice you are grieving differently too.

Where to get support
Winston’s Wish provides support to grieving children, young people and their families all over the UK, and
we are here for you if you need us. Our Freephone National Helpline can offer guidance, support and
information for bereaved families and the professionals caring for them – call 08088 020 021.
You can also email us on ask@winstonswish.org or use our online chat. Our Winston’s Wish Crisis
Messenger is available 24/7 for anyone needing urgent support in a crisis. Text WW to 85258.

