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Children and young people 
   

  Introduction 

  When someone takes their own life, it can have a ripple effect across families and communities, 

including children and young people. One of the many challenges faced by those who are grieving 

is responding to the needs of children and young people. There may be questions about whether 

to tell children what has happened and how to go about this. 

  Communicating about suicide 

What you tell children and how you tell them will depend on your knowledge and understanding of 

your child and what they know about death and suicide already. It is preferable that children are 

told the truth in a gentle, compassionate yet straightforward way; that is, saying that someone they 

know and love has died and that they took their own life. It is also preferable that the person who 

tells them is someone they are comfortable with, who they trust and who will continue to care for 

them. This might be a parent, but if parents are too distressed it may be better that it is someone 

else. 

It’s often assumed that children won’t know or understand what suicide means. However, many 

children from as young as eight years old do understand what it is to take your own life. Even if you 

think the children are not aware of what has happened, they are extremely sensitive and may have 

picked up that something is wrong and that they are not being told the full story. Or they may have 

overheard you or others talking about it. 

It will usually be up to you to choose the time to talk about the death. You can sometimes find cues 

in their play and other behaviour indicating that the child is ready for conversation about the death. 



 

 

 

 

 

CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 
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  Grief in children and young people 

It can appear that children are coping well as they might not cry or seem sad like adults do. But their 

grief comes in bursts, going from playing to being sad and back again quickly. The child may also 

express their grief through play, repeating the same game or story or perhaps including themes of 

death in their play. These types of behaviour and play are normal for any grieving child. It can help 

to prepare yourself for some of these conversations by having a response prepared and practiced 

so these situations feel manageable. 

Young people are already going through complex transitions such as social, emotional and physical. 

Many young people are exploring their identity, their independence, and relationships. Young people 

can often feel overwhelmed and confused by the intensity and range of feelings they are 

experiencing, and their limited life experience may not prepare them to handle intense feelings. 

Many young people feel conflicted about seeking support from their parents as they are also striving 

for independence. They may feel alienated from peers and struggle to concentrate at school. These 

factors can create vulnerability, which may lead to isolation and increased risk-taking behaviour. 

  Helpful responses 

Whatever their age there are some helpful suggestions you can consider. 

 You don’t need to hide your grief. It’s OK for your children to see you grieving. This helps them 

learn how to grieve and learn that it is okay to talk about and show their feelings.  

 It’s helpful to keep the usual routines as it tends to provide a sense of safety, however, there may 

be times to allow for some flexibility.  

 Memories and staying connected with the person. Kids may worry about forgetting the person. 

Helping them stay connected by talking about special times, creating a photo album or memory 

box can assist. 

  For more information and support 

Postvention Australia  |  1300 024 357  |  postventionaustralia.org  |  info@postventionaustralia.org 

Information and resources 

StandBy Support After Suicide  | 1300 727 247  |  standbysupport.com.au  

24/7 national phone response; support and resources 

National Indigenous Postvention Service  |  1800 805 801  |  thirrili.com.au 

24/7 national phone response; community support and advocacy 

Support After Suicide  |  1800 943 415  | supportaftersuicide.org.au  |  aftersuicide@jss.org.au 

Counselling and group support (NSW and VIC); national online support 
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