Talking with Children about Traumatic News or Events
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Be extra aware of their emotions
If your child has been exposed to upsetting news, either about someone they know or on TV, be aware
of their emotional state. Does your child seem distant, shut down, or more anxious than usual? Don't
assume you know what they are feeling, but pay extra special attention and invite open ended
discussions (more on this below).
Be aware of your own emotional state
Children, especially young ones, are highly attuned to their caregivers' emotional states. They will pick
up on tone of voice, body language and conversations that you have with other adults, as well as any
more overt signs of stress, agitation, fear or sadness. While it's important to be honest in a direct
discussion with your child, try as much as possible to shield your children from your own overwhelming
emotional reactions to upsetting news. You want to share your own emotions, for example, "Yes,
mommy is very sad because grandpa is sick," but if you can be calm while discussing the news with your
child, it will help to reassure him or her. In fact, it can create a teachable moment: The child learns
that it is normal to have strong and confusing reactions to sad news or worrisome situations and that
adults may experience such reactions as well, but that adults are there to help the child make sense of
the situation and his or her feelings.
Find out how your child is feeling by inviting open-ended conversation
Ask a direct, open-ended question and convey your sincere interest in hearing what your child has to
say. "Have you heard that Aunt Miriam is sick?" or "Have you heard about the big fire at the hotel in
Pakistan?" Your next question might be, "What did you hear about it?"
Find out what your child has seen or heard
As part of your conversation, ask your child what they know about the news at hand. You may discover
that he or she believes someone with a gun is going to come into school and start shooting people, or
that everyone he or she knows is going to die from the flu. Once you know your child's specific fears,
you are in a better position to be reassuring.
Be sympathetic and non-judgmental about children's reactions and feelings
As mentioned previously, children's reactions will vary depending on their developmental stage and
their past experiences. There is no right or wrong way to react to traumatic news, or to grieve if
someone the child knows has died. Be accepting of your child's way of reacting, but also teach him or
her that there are many ways people can respond. A child who prefers not to talk about it should have
his or her wishes respected, for example. However, you can indicate that you understand that he or
she does not want to talk just now, but many kids find that it helps to talk. Maybe your child will want
to talk later. You can also introduce less verbal ways of interacting supportively, perhaps drawing, or
taking a walk together.
Don't provide unnecessary details
While you don't want to shield your child from the truth, keep in mind his or her age and what is
appropriate. The younger your child, the less information will be able to be absorbed at once. Certain
details may be too upsetting and not necessary for his or her understanding of the situation at hand.
Keep answers brief, simple and age appropriate, and for very small children, repeat your answers if
necessary.

Don't avoid the subject
Parents may think they are protecting children by steering clear of potentially upsetting subjects. But
children are often exposed to more than parents are aware, and a child's fears can grow out of
proportion if there is no opportunity to address them. You may reinforce some of those fears
inadvertently, especially if your child asks you directly about a topic and you avoid it. Children may
then believe the subject is too scary to talk about. Thus in trying to protect your child, you may
actually be generating more worry and fear. If you feel the need, do prepare yourself by talking
through your own feelings first with someone you trust. The purpose of talking about these types of
events is to convey to the child that the parent is available to help make sense of the experience, that
having strong emotions does not need to result in feeling helpless or overwhelmed, and that, in short,
it is normal to have strong and confusing reactions to these types of events. Let your child know that it
is ok to ask you any other questions that he or she may have, either now or in the future.
If a family member or friend is seriously ill
Initiate a conversation with your child before the person's condition becomes grave, if possible.
Depending on your child and the situation, you may want to take them for hospital visits, or express
your care and concern through phone calls, cards or letters. Help the child find his or her way of
expressing feelings about the event and the person. Your role is to enable the child to feel safe enough
so that he or she can make sense of the events and what they mean.
Never coerce a child into being involved or make him or her feel guilty if he or she chooses not to call
or visit, or if the contact is brief.
Inform your child soon after a death occurs. As part of your conversations with him or her, either
before or after a death, you might remind your child that all living things die and make room for new
things, and that it's okay to feel sad. As with hospital visits, don't force children to attend funerals. If
they do attend, prepare them for what will take place.
Be honest
Children are very sensitive to dishonesty in adults. Tell the truth about how you're feeling. If you're
scared, say so, but try to be as calm and reassuring as possible. It's also okay to say that you don't know
the answer to a question. If a child asks about where people go after they die, for example, depending
on your beliefs you might respond, "I really don't know the answer to that question. Different people
believe different things," before going on to provide examples. Often these types of questions can be
explored as a way of understanding why your child is asking. But exploration should not substitute for a
direct response.
Be reassuring
Feeling safe and secure is very important to children, especially young ones. Even if you're afraid or
sad, make sure they know you will do everything you can to keep them safe. No matter what happens,
you'll be there for them just as you have been in the past. If a child fears that you will die, you might
say something like, "I don't expect to die for a long time. I believe I will be here to take care of you for
many, many years. But if something did happen to me and your mom, there are lots of people in your
life who love you and would take care of you, like Uncle Eric and Aunt Suzanne."
You might also remind them of a time in the past when they were brave in the face of a scary
situation. They have ways of coping with fears, and together, you as a family have likely gotten
through difficult or upsetting situations in the past.
When talking about death, avoid euphemisms
If you tell your child Grandma went to sleep and isn't going to wake up, he or she may be terrified at
nap time. If you say simply that Uncle Andrew got sick and died, your child may panic when he or she

gets a runny nose. It may help to explain death as the absence of life - that when people die, they
don't talk, eat, sleep, breathe, think or feel anymore. Dead flowers don't bloom and grow. A dead bird
doesn't fly or sing.
Be aware of time and place
Although it is important to respond to questions when they arise, parents and school professionals are
encouraged to have a discussion with children without distractions. The child should be given time and
attention to discuss their perceptions, understanding, fears, worries and concerns. For example, if the
topic comes up in the supermarket, tell your child that you're glad that the conversation arose and
you'll go home and discuss it over ice cream. Similarly, if a child brings up the topic in a classroom
setting not conducive to the discussion, school professionals are encouraged to discuss the matter in
private with the child after class. Depending on the circumstances, teachers, school guidance
professionals and clergy are often helpful to children in validating their feelings and helping them feel
safe and able to process their experiences.
Don't force your child to have a conversation if they don't seem ready. Open the door, but don't push.
Don't minimize your child's fears
Do not dismiss or ignore a child's feelings. Avoid trying to cheer him or her up by saying it's not so bad.
Children can feel embarrassed or criticized when their fears are minimized. Exploring the issues and
finding positive ways of coping helps children master their fear and anxiety. Reassure children with
facts about how people are protected (e.g., the police) and individual safety measures that can be
taken (e.g., creating a hurricane preparedness plan). Avoid "what if" fears by offering reliable, honest
information. Maintaining routines and structure is also reassuring to children and helps normalize a
frightening event and restore a sense of safety.
Children can recover and you can help
Don't automatically assume that a traumatic event or death is so upsetting that a child will never
recover. But, pay close attention to how your child is coping, and seek professional help as needed.
Even if your child shows signs of difficulty, with appropriate care children can recover fully from even
deeply traumatic events. Many people experience trauma, and most will recover.

