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Losing a pet is often a child’s first experience with death. Even very young children feel deep sadness 
when a pet dies. Talking openly and simply helps children feel safe, supported, and less confused. 

How Young Children Understand Death 

• They may not understand that death is permanent 
• They may ask the same questions again and again 
• They may believe their thoughts or actions caused the death 
• They often move in and out of grief quickly (sad one minute, playing the next) 

How to Talk with Your Child 

• Choose a calm, quiet time when your child is not tired or hungry 
• Sit close and offer comfort such as cuddling or holding hands 
• Use simple, clear words 
• Use the word “died” rather than “put to sleep” or “went away” 
• Keep explanations short and repeat them as needed 
• Let your child see your feelings while reassuring them you are okay 

What to Say 

• Start with something like: “I have something sad to tell you about our pet.” 

• Use simple explanations such as: “Our dog Max died. His body stopped working, and he can’t come 
back.” 

• For illness: “Max was very sick. The vet tried to help, but his body stopped working, and he died.” 

• For old age: “Max was very old. His body wore out, and he died.” 

• For an accident: “Max was hurt very badly, and his body stopped working, so he died.” 

Responding to Questions 

• Answer questions honestly and simply 
• If your child asks the same question repeatedly, respond calmly each time 
• If you don’t know an answer, it’s okay to say, “I don’t know” 
 

Helping Your Child Express Feelings 

• Name feelings for them: sad, mad, confused, worried 
• Encourage play, drawing, or talking about the pet 
• Look at photos or share favorite memories 
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