How to Talk to Kids
if a Family Member
Becomes Seriously
Ill with COVID-19
With media coverage and obvious changes to our daily
routines, even the youngest children are aware that
something big is happening. Your child may express
anxiety over the unknown, or more speciﬁcally, fear of a
loved one getting sick. If a loved one does get sick,
acknowledge your child’s feelings, whatever they are.
Your child may want to help their family member while
they are sick, but with strict contact guidelines they
won’t be able to physically be around them. Let them
send letters, cards, art projects, and if your loved one is
well enough- try out a video chat. If you need to seek
out professional help, many facilities are oﬀering
telehealth services and can aid in dealing with heavy
topics.
Remember that you are your child’s number one source
of strength and comfort. Taking care of yourself will
better allow you to take care of your children, so make
sure you have healthy outlets for all the diﬀerent
emotions you’re feeling as well.

When Speaking About
Your Loved One’s Illness
Before starting the conversation,
prepare yourself for success by
maintaining awareness of your child’s
verbal abilities and previous
experiences with illness and death.
Keep in mind your child’s attention
span and ﬁnd a time where you can
tune out distractions. Be clear that the
conversation is important, and keep it
as focused on positivity as possible.
Explain in a factual manner what
COVID-19 is, using reputable sources
like the Center for Disease Control
(CDC) and the World Health
Organization (WHO). If your child voices
concerns, respond honestly, trying to
spare them from pain may only leave
them more confused. Most
importantly, be adamant they will
always be taken care of.

Understanding a Child’s
Capacity of Understanding

Toddlers
Because a toddler’s verbal
skills are only just starting to
develop, they still primarily
experience the world
through their senses. A child
this age has very little
understanding of illness and
death. What they do
understand is changes in
environment, routine, and
emotion. A child may
recognize the absence of a
caregiver or an increase in
tension, amongst other
changes. You can comfort
your toddler by keeping
things as familiar as
possible, and with snuggles
and love- lots of snuggles
and love.

Preschool to Early
Elementary
Children this age are
beginning to develop an
awareness of critical illness
and death, but death’s
permanency may still
escape them. Because
understanding is limited,
you may ﬁnd yourself
repeating things and having
conversations you’ve
already had.
Kids in this age range can
be deeply aﬀected by a
loved one’s illness yet
continue to participate in
normal childhood activities.
One clue into what level of
stress your child might be
feeling is if you witness
regression in development.
This is quite common and
usually temporary, so it’s no
immediate cause for alarm.
Younger children often
won’t be able to identify
their feelings and will
express them through
behavior, like being more
whiny or deﬁant than usual.
Kindly remind yourself it’s a
way of handling big feelings.
If you see these things
happening, keep
conversations going,
focusing on togetherness
and hope.

Elementary

Tweens and Teens

Children this age are
beginning to understand
how the body works, what it
means to be seriously ill,
and how diﬀerent people
respond to disease in
diﬀerent ways. They realize
the ﬁnality of death on a
deeper level and recognize
it usually occurs later in life.
Keep the lines of
communication open and
expect a lot of questions, if
you don’t have an answer
now, ensure you’ll ﬁnd one.
Elementary aged kids may
beneﬁt from expressing their
emotions through art
therapy, reﬂective play, or
journaling.

By this time, children have
likely experienced the death
of a loved one or someone
they know. Early
experiences with death
shape how they experience
a loved one battling a
serious illness. This can
aﬀect moods, sleeping and
eating patterns, schoolwork,
and other daily behaviors.
Kids this age may envy the
willingness of younger
children to reach out for
support which can create
volatile emotions to surface.
You may need to make
repeated eﬀorts to connect
and talk about their feelings
surrounding the situation.
Don’t give up. If your eﬀort is
futile now, give them time to
think, and revisit the
conversation later. Giving
your teen undivided
attention, focusing on
non-COVID issues can
create a space for open and
honest sharing. Don’t fret if
you just can’t get your child
to open up, but make sure
they have some outlet
through another trusted
adult or their peers.

Source:
McClement, S., & Stenekes, S. (2019, March). Talking with Children and Youth about Serious Illness. Retrieved from
http://www.virtualhospice.ca/en_US/Main Site Navigation/Home/Topics/Topics/Communication/Talking with
Children and Youth.aspx

www.parentslead.org

