
Talking with Children About Tragic Events 
Ideas from The Dougy Center  

 
1. Understand that you can’t completely shield them from what happened. 

It would be next to impossible to hide these events from children, as much as we wish we could. You 
might be able to shield your own child in your home, for example, by not turning on (or owning) a 
television, but you can’t protect your children from hearing about it from other kids. The fact is, they will 
hear about it, so although they don’t “need” to know about it, pretending we can shield them is magical 
thinking.  
 

2. Model truth-telling and build trust with your children by letting them hear things, even hard 
things, from you directly. 
 

3. Try to limit their access to the recurring news and exposure to the tragedy over and over. 
Over-exposure to the graphic and emotional news can be overwhelming for children. Some children (and 
some adults) may have difficulty getting graphic scenes and images out of their minds. Too much 
exposure can fuel their fear, so don’t let them sit and watch the news over and over. To set an example, 
make sure that they do not watch you watching the news over and over as well. 
 

4. Don’t project your fears onto your children. They take their cues from the adults around them. 
Identifying with the senselessness and randomness makes us all feel more vulnerable. But we should 
remember that children don’t always see things the same way that adults do, and it won’t be helpful to 
them for us to fall apart. They need to see that we care, that we feel terrible about this tragedy, and that 
we will do everything we can to keep them safe. They will take their cues from our behavior. 
It’s okay to show emotion. We ought to model to children that feeling sad and upset is normal after 
tragedies. But we don’t want to overwhelm them with our emotions, or put them in the position of 
having to ‘parent’ the adults around them. Make sure you also model taking care of yourself, by sharing 
with trusted and supportive adult friends, eating (and drinking) healthfully.   

 
Here are some principles to keep in mind as you talk with children: 
 
1.  There is no one typical reaction one can or should expect from children.  

Their responses will vary all over the map, from seeming disinterest to nightmares, eating issues and panic 
attacks. How any specific child will respond will depend on their age, previous experience with death and 
loss, their personality style.  Watch for changes in behavior, or concerning trends. While it would be 
normal to have heightened anxiety and sleeplessness, any concerning behavior or troubling symptoms 
should be taken seriously, and if warranted, professional help sought. 

 
2.  Many children will have an increased sense of fear about their safety. 

Understandably. So will many adults. While we can’t guarantee to our children that nothing bad will ever 
happen to them, we can provide assurance that these events are relatively rare, and that we will do 
everything we can to keep them safe.  

 
 
 
Adapted from http://www.dougy.org/grief-resources/how-to-talk-with-children-about-tragic-events/ 


