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How Children Understand Death by Age  
Children don’t grieve less — they grieve differently based on what 
they understand. 
 
Ages 3–5: Reversible & Magical Thinking 
Children view death as temporary or reversible and may believe the person can return. Magical thinking is 
common at this age (observed in pretend play, etc.), and children may believe their thoughts or actions caused the 
death, or that something magical could bring their loved one back.  
 
They interpret language literally, which can lead to confusion and fear when euphemisms are used. Phrases like 
“Grandpa is sleeping for a very long time” or “Aunt Lou passed away” don’t communicate clearly what is actually 
going on, making the death seem temporary.  
 
Expected Responses: 

• Repeatedly asking when the loved one will return  
• Self-blame as the cause of the loved one “leaving” 
• Fear of sleeping because they “may never wake up” 

 
Key Support Strategy: Use clear, simple language and repeat explanations with patience as needed. Use the word 
“died” instead of euphemisms.  
 

 
Ages 6–9: Emerging Understanding of Permanence 
Children begin to understand that death is permanent but may not fully grasp that it happens to everyone. They 
will want details on how the death occurred and explanations as to why. In order to fully process the concept of 
death, they may personify it (much like the social concept of the grim reaper).  
 
Expected Responses: 

• Asking detailed questions about the cause of death and what death actually is 
• May be anxious about their own safety or the safety of others they love 
• May develop fears that others they love will die very soon 
• May personify death to make it more real 

 
Key Support Strategy:  
Provide honest explanations and reassurance about safety. If a child is fearful that someone else they love will die, 
it’s important not to say things like “Your mom isn’t going to die anytime soon,” because we cannot know the future 
(if something tragic were to happen to another loved one, saying these things dramatically increases the chances of 
long-term trauma and negative mental/emotional outcomes for the child).  

 
 

Ages 10–12: Biological & Logical Understanding 
Children at this age begin to understand that death is a biological reality, universally experienced by all living 
creatures, and that it is irreversible. This is when society’s cultural norms of pretending the grief doesn’t impact us 
begin for the child, also known as masking.  
 
Expected Responses: 

• Internalizing emotions 
• Attempting to appear resilient/strong for the adults or other siblings 



 
NACG Webinar – On Angels’ Wings – March 2026 – The Silent Grievers: Supporting Siblings After Infant Loss 

• Not wanting to be an additional burden on their parents 
• Suppressing additional needs beyond the grief 
• Curbing personality traits they perceive to be triggering to others 
• Acting out in unexpected ways (because they emotions surface elsewhere) 

 
Key Support Strategy:  
Encourage emotional expression and provide safe (non-judgmental) space for discussion without trying to fix 
anything. They need permission to feel and the knowledge that sharing is encouraged. They also need to see the 
adults in their life hurting too. They are learning the masking behavior by watching the adults in their life respond 
to this loss. They need to learn that grieving is expected, okay, and necessary.  

 
 

Teens: Existential Exploration 
Now that they understand the biological and universal reality of death for all living things, they will begin to 
explore the purpose of it. Existential questions about meaning, fairness, and identity will surface in some aspects of 
their lives.   
 
Expected Responses: 

• Withdrawing as they discover that answers to existential questions are abstract and uncertain 
• “Why did this happen?” 
• “What’s the point of it all if we’re just going to die anyway?” 
• Seeking the support of peers over adults, especially if they feel unsafe to share their questions and 

emotions 
• Masking their grief through seeking independence – this could show up as rebellion, reclusively, and/or 

disconnection from people important to them 
 

Key Support Strategy:  
Again, create a safe space for sharing emotionally, but do not push. Safety is often demonstrated to a teen through 
example, so be vulnerable with them about your own struggle (to the degree that it is appropriate). They may or 
may not share their own emotions, but this let’s them know that emotions are safe with you. Respect their 
autonomy. And be honest in your response to questions they may have, even (and especially) if your answer is “I 
don’t know – let’s discover together.” 
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