
Talking with Children about Addiction and Overdose Deaths 

We’ve all read about it and heard about it in the news. In 2016 the number of opioid 
overdose deaths in the United States topped 63,000. Not only does this number surpass the 
total killed by car accidents and firearms, it also surpasses the number of Americans who 
were killed in the 19 years of the Vietnam War. This epidemic has impacted the entire 
fabric of American life. Many who have died are young people and adults with children. So 
how do we talk about overdose death with children? What words should we use? How do 
we address a topic that brings up complicated feelings of sadness, anger, guilt, blame, 
worry, isolation, and anguish, as well as the big “why” questions and the desire to protect 
those we love? 

There are really two parts to these questions. First, how do we talk about drugs and 
addiction and second, how do we talk about death by overdose. Another point to consider 
is children’s exposure to the loved one’s substance use. Some children who have lost a 
family member to overdose already know that life had been a struggle or had been 
“different”, that the person had been experiencing ongoing trauma and change. Other 
children are not aware that their loved one struggled with drug-related issues, so both the 
drugs and death are foreign experiences. Either way, the death of a loved one is a difficult 
and often overwhelming experience for children. 

Explaining Addiction to Children: Points to Consider 

Not everyone who dies a drug-related death has struggled with addiction (also known as 
substance use disorder (SUD)), but many have. If this is the case, it is important to 
acknowledge the addiction and how it may have already impacted the child’s life. 

 Addiction has multiple causes and is unique to each individual, but factors of 
genetics, personality, environment, exposure, and past trauma all play a role. In 
adult terms, it is a chronic relapsing condition, and in children’s terms it is an illness 
that impacts the brain and behavior—an illness that can be treated. 

 One helpful approach is to use the “gum” analogy with young children– that treating 
addiction is like getting sticky gum out of their hair—very difficult to do and 
requiring a lot of time and effort. Another helpful image is that of a fish stuck on a 
hook—wanting to get “unhooked” can be a frustrating and difficult task. 

 With children, offer as much clarity as possible around drugs of abuse versus 
medicine that the doctor prescribes for medical needs. For example, with a 
prescription drug overdose, one might say, “Joe used more of the medication than 
the doctor prescribed or was safe to use.” An addiction is an “invisible disease that 
causes a person to use more (alcohol or other drugs) than is safe and can be treated 
but sometimes can end in death.” The words “drug,” “medicine,” and even 
“substance” can be unclear. Clarify that not all medicine is addictive or bad for us, 
and that it is important to never take someone else’s prescribed medication. 



Teenagers can often understand the different meanings of the words, but you must 
keep it clear. 

 Addiction “highjacks” or controls the brain and can make people do or say hurtful 
things that they don’t really mean. In other words, try to separate the person from 
the disease. In addition, it is important to clearly state that the child did not cause 
the addiction, so as to separate the child from the cause.   

 Children growing up in homes with a family member who struggles with addiction 
can experience a confusing array of emotions. They can both be very protective and 
loyal to their family member, but also resentful and hurt. Often, they are reluctant to 
open up due to the fear of sharing a long-held family secret or of feeling shame and 
embarrassment. It can be helpful to acknowledge this conflict, and that multiple 
feelings can be experienced at the same time. 

The following “Seven Cs of Addiction”, from the National Association for Children of 
Alcoholics, is a helpful tool for your discussion of addiction with your child: 

 I didn’t Cause it. 
 I can’t Cure it. 
 I can’t Control it. 
 I can Care for myself 
 By Communicating my feelings, 
 Making healthy Choices, and 
 By Celebrating myself. 

Explaining Overdose Loss to Children 

Now we address the challenge of explaining overdose death to children. There is no exact 
script, but there are some talking points that may help. The initial conversation is not the 
time to share all of the available information about the death. Instead, the beginning 
conversation lays the groundwork, allowing the child to react and ask questions while 
allowing the adult to support and draw out what the child is thinking and feeling. Some 
children may have heard the terms “overdose” or “drug-related death”, but many have not. 
Well-meaning adults are sometimes tempted to “protect” children and to avoid the truth 
when talking about overdose death. Children will inevitably discover the true cause of 
death of close family members and friends, and it is best to first hear this information from 
the adults they trust. Adults can reassure children in these moments and talk about their 
concerns. 

 Below are guidelines we can use to address this sensitive topic: 

 Take care of yourself first:  Consider the airplane analogy — put on your own 
“oxygen” mask before placing one on your child.  Take a couple of deep breaths and 
give yourself time to collect your thoughts. 

 Think about the conversation in terms of building blocks:  Telling “the truth” 
does not mean sharing all the information at once. This foundation of truth can be 
built upon during future conversations. 



 Name your feelings but try to keep them in check: When we are processing 
difficult news, we will experience waves of feelings; after all, we are human. Name 
your feeling, e.g. “I am feeling very sad right now,” but stay as calm as possible and 
take breaks when needed. 

 Keep language clear: Try to use language that is appropriate to your child’s age, 
level of understanding, and previous knowledge of the situation. 

 Younger children need a concrete explanation of death and overdose: “Death 
means the body has stopped working” and “An overdose is when someone takes too 
much of a drug or the wrong drug, and it makes their body stop working.” 

 Talk about the person who died in a caring and respectful way: “Your Grandma 
died by an overdose, but this does not define who she was.”  Just as a period does 
not define a sentence, the cause of death does not define a person.  He or she is not 
“an overdose” but a person who died by an overdose. 

 Avoid assigning fault and blame: Underline that it is not anyone’s fault that this 
person died—and that the death is certainly not the child’s fault. Remember that in 
the course of normal development, children can experience “magical thinking” 
which sometimes leads them to see a death as their fault.  

 Guide children in learning to share information appropriately: Children may 
need assistance in sharing with others what has happened. Let them know that 
sharing does not mean telling everything—it is not a lie to keep some things 
private. They may need guidance in answering questions from peers or community. 

Children and teens need to make sense of the death and embrace their feelings as much as 
adults do. Be sure to remind the child that if they themselves ever struggle with their 
feelings, there is always help available. Avoid comments like, “Your loved one wouldn’t 
want you to be sad.”  These will only serve to shut down conversation. Instead, reassure 
them that it is okay to feel any emotion and share with you if they choose. Avoid trying to 
make sense of the loss for your child or teen with blanket statements like, “They are in a 
better place now.”  Instead, invite curiosity and questioning.  Even when we do not have the 
answers, it is reasonable to share that you do not know and ask, “What do you think?” 

Help them identify the people around them who are available to talk with during tough 
times. Help them to identify what safe activities bring them a sense of comfort and control 
when they are distressed, such as drawing pictures of their feelings, petting their cat, or 
listening to favorite music. 

Substance abuse and overdose losses are complicated topics, difficult even for sensitive and 
thoughtful parents. Please reach out to a mental health provider if you need additional 
support or if you have on-going concerns.  Remember, it is a sign of health to ask for 
guidance in times of need. 

The Talk 



There’s no quick fix for this conversation. It’s going to be tough. But, it has to happen. And, 
it won’t be over with one talk. Multiple conversations, interactions and attempts to process 
this tragic event are necessary. 

While it won’t be easy, it is helpful to keep a few things in mind when speaking to a child 
about a loved one’s drug-related death. 

Tip #1   Tell Them the Truth 

Do not lie to your child. Hiding the truth about the cause of death will result in more pain 
later. They will eventually uncover the truth and will be hurt that you lied to them. That 
betrayal can cause additional negative feelings and potential issues with trusting others in 
the future. 

Tip #2   Help Them Understand in Simple Terms 

Often, children are unaware of what's been going on with their loved one. They may not 
realize their family member was addicted, or they might not have a good understanding of 
addiction. Explain to your child that their loved one used more of the substance than their 
body could handle, and this caused his/her body to stop working. 

If the overdose was due to prescription drugs, explain that they “used more of their 
medication than the doctor prescribed or safe to use.” Gently let the child know their loved 
one suffered from something called addiction, a chronic disease that often ends in death. 

Tip #3   Answer Their Questions 

How much information you provide your child is determined by their age and 
understanding of the situation. Keep it simple and short, then provide additional 
information as they ask questions. (And let them know it’s okay to ask questions.) A good 
rule of thumb is: “If the children are old enough to ask questions, they are old enough to hear 
the answers.” 

Tip #4   Give Them an Explanation They Can Share 

Most children need assistance with putting together a simple explanation of what 
happened to their loved one. They need to be able to relate their family member’s death, 
both to themselves and to others. 

For a child-friendly definition of addiction, you can use the following, as recommended by 
Our House Grief Support Center: “An invisible disease that causes a person to use more 
(alcohol, medicine or drugs) than is safe and that can end in death.” 

A few child-friendly explanations might include: 



 After drinking alcohol for a long time, her liver was no longer working the way it 
should - that's what caused her to die.  

 She died from taking too many drugs. 
 She died from an accidental overdose and the drugs caused her to stop breathing. 

Excerpts from: https://www.heysigmund.com/tips-talking-children-addiction/ and 

https://www.projectknow.com/5-tips-for-explaining-overdose-deaths-to-our-children/  
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