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Children’s lives are touched by trauma on a regular basis, no matter how much parents
or teachers try to keep the “bad things” away. Instead of shielding children from the
dangers, violence or tragedies around us, adults should talk to kids about what is

happening.

The conversation may not seem easy, but taking a proactive stance, discussing difficult

events in age-appropriate language can help a child feel safer and more secure.

As much as adults may try to avoid difficult topics, children often learn or know when
something sad or scary happens. If adults don’t talk to them about it, a child may

overestimate what is wrong or misunderstand adults’ silence. So, be the first to bring up
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the difficult topic. When parents tackle difficult conversations, they let their children

know that they are available and supportive.

Guide the conversation

Think about what you want to say. It’'s OK to practice in your head, to a mirror or with
another adult. Some advanced planning may make the discussion easier. You won’t

have to think about it off the top of your head.

Find a quiet moment. Perhaps this is after dinner or while making the next day’s lunch.

This is time and place where your children can be the center of your attention.

Find out what they know. For example, there was a shooting at a school or a bomb set
off in another country. Ask them “What have you heard about this?” And then listen.

Listen. Listen. And listen more.

Share your feelings with your child. It is OK to acknowledge your feelings with your
children. They see you are human. They also get a chance to see that even though
upset, you can pull yourself together and continue on. Parents hear it often: Be a role

model. This applies to emotions, too.

Tell the truth. Lay out the facts at a level they can understand. You do not need to give

graphic details.

For young children, you may need to have the conversation about what death means
(no longer feel anything, not hungry, thirsty, scared, or hurting; we will never see them

again, but can hold their memories in our hearts and heads).

Say, “l don’t know.” Sometimes the answer to the question is “l don’t know.” “Why did

the bad people do this?” “l don’t know” fits.

Above all, reassure. At the end of the conversation, reassure your children that you will
do everything you know how to do to keep them safe and to watch out for them.
Reassure them that you will be available to answer any questions or talk about this topic

again in the future. Reassure them that they are loved.
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Take care of yourself

Talking about and experiencing difficult news and tragedies can be exhausting. Don’t

forget to take care of yourself:

m  Turn off the news.
m  Take a break.
m  Engage in physical activity.

» Do something that will lift your spirits and those of your family.

Seek professional help

These tips and strategies can help you guide your children through the current crisis. If
you are feeling stuck, overwhelmed or your child shows persistent signs of stress or
agitation, you may want to consider talking to someone who could help. A licensed
mental health professional such as a psychologist can assist you in developing an
appropriate strategy for moving forward. To find a psychologist in your area, visit the

Psychologist Locator (http://locator.apa.org/) .

Thanks to Robin Gurwitch, PhD, who assisted with this article.

Additional resources
APA.org

»  The Road to Resilience (/topics/resilience/building-your-resilience)

Magination Press
m A Terrible Thing Happened (/pubs/magination/4417017)

m  Jenny is Scared! (/pubs/magination/441A003)

SAMHSA.gov

m  Disaster Distress Hotline (http://www.disasterdistress.samhsa.gov/)

https://www.apa.org/print-this 3/4


http://locator.apa.org/
https://www.apa.org/topics/resilience/building-your-resilience
https://www.apa.org/pubs/magination/4417017
https://www.apa.org/pubs/magination/441A003
http://www.disasterdistress.samhsa.gov/

5/31/22, 11:32 AM How to talk to children about difficult news

Tips for Talking With and Helping Children and Youth Cope After a Disaster or

Traumatic Event: A guide for parents, caregivers, and teachers (PDF, 300KB)

(https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/d7/priv/ismal12-4732.pdf)

CommonSenseMedia.org

»  Explaining the News to Our Kids (http://www.commonsensemedia.org/advice-for-

parents/explaining-news-our-kids)
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