
“Magical Thinking” about Suicide by Younger Children 
 

When younger children experience suicidal ideations, their thought processes can 
often include elements of "magical thinking" due to their developmental stage. Magical 
thinking refers to the belief that thoughts, wishes, or specific actions can influence reality in 
ways that defy logic or natural laws. Here are some examples of how this might manifest in the 
context of suicidal ideation: 
 
 1. Belief in Reversal of Pain or Situations 

• A child might believe that by dying, they will be able to see how much they are missed 
and valued, which will "fix" their problems or relationships.   

• Example: "If I go away, everyone will finally realize they love me and apologize." 
 
 2. Perceived Continuation of Consciousness 

• Younger children may not fully grasp the permanence of death and might think they can 
still observe or participate in life after dying. 

• Example: "I’ll be able to watch my family from heaven and see if they miss me." 
 
 3. Belief in Escape Without Consequences 

• Children might imagine that ending their life is a temporary solution to escape a bad 
situation and that they can "come back" later. 

• Example: "I’ll die for a little while, and when I come back, everything will be better." 
 
 4. Fantasy of Reunion or Rewards 

• If a child has experienced the loss of a loved one or pet, they might believe dying will 
allow them to reunite with that person or animal. 

• Example: "If I die, I’ll get to be with Grandpa again, and he’ll make me feel better." 
 
 5. Misunderstanding the Concept of Death 

• Children might see death as akin to going to sleep or as a magical transformation, not 
fully grasping its finality. 

• Example: "If I die, I’ll just wake up in a better place." 
 
 6. Belief in Rescuing Others 

• A child might think that by dying, they can protect their family or loved ones from pain 
or stress. 

• Example: "If I’m gone, Mom won’t have to worry about me anymore." 
 
 7. Use of Magical Fix-It Thinking 

• A child might believe their death will magically undo mistakes, bad situations, or the 
pain they feel. 

• Example: "If I die, everything I did wrong will be erased." 
 



 8. Influence of Media or Stories 
• Exposure to stories or media where characters "come back to life" might influence their 

understanding of death. 
• Example: "In the movie, the hero came back after dying, so I can too." 

 
 Implications for Adults and Caregivers 

• Sensitivity is Crucial: Children's expressions of suicidal ideation may not reflect a full 
understanding of death's permanence. Addressing these thoughts with care and 
understanding is key.   

• Teach Emotional Vocabulary: Helping children articulate their emotions can reduce 
reliance on magical thinking as a coping mechanism.   

• Clear Communication: Adults can gently clarify misconceptions about death and provide 
reassurance that their feelings can be addressed in safe, non-final ways. 

 
Early intervention and open communication can help children process emotions without 
resorting to harmful ideation shaped by magical thinking. 
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