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1. Do you have any suggested training resources? I have users who are working on a 

training program. 

Training on Death Notification is part of a larger Child Development-Community Policing 

trauma-informed policing curriculum.  Please contact Hilary Hahn at the Yale Child Study 

Center to learn more hilary.hahn@yale.edu  

 

2. Do you find that having a clergy member present is beneficial even without knowing the 

persons spiritual situation?  

When determining which professionals should be present for a death notification, it is 

helpful to consider qualifications in two areas: First, does the professional have 

specialized training and experience that will enable them to offer support to the person 

being notified of the death of a loved one? This may include mental health professionals 

or clergy in some cases. Second, can the professional offer support to the process 

(including to other professionals, to the extended family, in making arrangements, etc.)? 

If the answer in both of these cases is yes, it make be worth including this professional in 

the notification. It can always be useful to ask notified family members if they have any 

affiliations with religious communities and associated clergy and if they would like you to 

contact them. 

 

In all cases, having a clear understanding of each person’s role and responsibilities in 

terms of providing information is helpful to ensure that the notification goes smoothly 

and that neither too much nor too little information is given to the family. It is essential 

for professionals to talk together prior to the notification. Having a plan may make each 

person responsible for the notification feel more comfortable with what is always a 

difficult task. This plan can include who will actually give the initial information, exactly 

what information will be provided and where the notification will be made. 
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3. Would you recommend informing a caregiver not in the presence of their child? 

Yes. There is no way to know for sure who will be there upon your arrival, but when at all 

possible, the officers providing the notification should seek to do so privately, not in the 

presence of children. However, once the initial information is delivered, it can often be 

very helpful to ask if they would like assistance in telling the children the upsetting news 

and whether your continued presence with the children might be helpful in addressing 

immediate questions/concerns they may have. 

 

4. Can we get the link for the trauma service toolkit from IACP? 

The Toolkit can be downloaded for free at 

https://www.theiacp.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/CEVToolkit.pdf 

 

5. Would you comment on the role of trained police chaplains? 

Please see response to Question 2 

 

6. When notification of a child's death to multiple siblings, in your experience, is it better to 

do this with all of them at once or one at a time? 

Officers can talk to caregivers about the best plan for notification in cases where there 

are multiple siblings, taking the ages and developmental stages of the children to be 

notified into consideration.  Circumstances may dictate how the notification is made in 

some cases, particularly when there is a wide age range in the children receiving the 

information. It is important that officers remind parents/caregivers that following 

whatever information is shared with a sibling group, each child will benefit from 

individual attention and opportunities to talk about their very personal thoughts and 

feelings about their sudden loss. 

 

7. How do you address parents who want to lie to their children in order to protect them 

from trauma? 

It is best to begin by asking the parents about their reasons for wanting to lie about a 

sudden death. It is important to remind parents that there is no way to avoid the 

awfulness and pain associated with the death of a loved one. Parents/caregivers can also 

be reminded that when children are not told the truth they are often left alone with their 

own fantasies and confusion about what has happened, including the degree of distress 

of the remaining adults upon whom they respond. It is also important to remember that 

the biggest and most difficult part of the news is the death itself. For many children, 

questions about the details of the circumstances of the death may not be immediately 

expressed. Parents/caregivers can take the lead from children about the details, insuring 

that the children know that they can ask any questions they may have at any point after 

receiving the news of a death. Similarly, as with adults, hearing about a sudden death is 

only the beginning of the process of digesting, let alone mourning the loss. Both parents 
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and their children can be reminded how important it will be to continue to listen and talk 

with each other about the complicated thoughts and feelings that will arise in the 

aftermath of a death notification.  

 

It is preferable for a caregiver to actually make the notification whenever possible. 

Officers can play an important role in preparing and supporting caregivers to take on this 

task. Officers can talk to families about the fact that it will be much more helpful to hear 

the news from a loved one. Officers can encourage the family to think about the specific 

words they will use and the fact that euphemisms will not be helpful. Officers can offer to 

support caregivers by being nearby while caregivers talk with children. 

 

Whether the officer is supporting the caregiver in making the death notification or is 

called upon to make the death notification him/herself, it is important to consider the 

age of the child with whom you are speaking. Typically, children don’t have a fuller 

concept of death until around age 7. As a result, young children may have difficulty 

comprehending that death is permanent. Younger children may also have difficulty 

understanding that being dead means that the body no longer functions. They may 

believe that the deceased still eat, sleep, etc.  

 

Young children can't handle too much information at once and will only gradually 

recognize that the lost loved one is not returning. At this age, it is often helpful to explain 

death in terms of physical functions that have ceased, rather than launching into a 

complicated discussion of a particular illness.  For example, you might say "Now that 

Uncle John has died, his body has stopped working. He can't walk or run, or eat or sleep 

or see anymore, and he doesn't feel any pain." It's also important to help a preschooler 

understand basics such as who's going to take care of him or her. 

 

Additionally, common adult phrases for death — "resting in peace," "in eternal sleep" — 

may be confusing for a young child, so euphemisms should be avoided where possible. 

Instead, state the reasons for the death as simply as possible: "Grandpa was very, very 

old and his body couldn't work anymore." 
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8. How do you balance the role of being sympathetic with the death especially of a child) 

and your need to gather information/ interview the parents about the death? is it better 

to have a partner where one can handle the sympathetic/services side while the other 

conducts the investigation piece? I work for a social services agency who also conducts 

investigations along with our local PD on child deaths.  

Each investigation poses unique challenges but agency protocol should be followed in all 

cases. Determinations about roles to be taken in any given investigation should be made 

in accordance with agency policy. When questions arise, be sure to consult with a 

supervisor.  

 

9. How do you handle DN to children with mental or cognitive disability? 

Notifying a child with special needs of the death of a loved one may present a special set 

of challenges depending on the child’s capacity and level of functioning. As in all cases 

where children must be notified of the death of a loved one, it is preferable for this 

notification to come from a caregiver. In this situation, it may be of particular importance 

for someone who knows the child--and who is known to the child--to make the 

notification. This will increase the likelihood that the child understands the information 

they are being given, and enhance the extent to which the child feels supported. 

 


