
  

What to Teach Kids Instead of 'Stranger Danger'   

 
 

Adapted from an article by Michelle Woo 

 

“Help! My child strikes up conversations with every adult she sees at the 

playground. How can I teach her about stranger danger?” 

The anxiety that fuels stranger danger is understandable, but there are some problems with the 

concept. 

First, emphasizing stranger danger overlooks a more pressing problem. While viscerally 

disturbing, child abduction by strangers is exceedingly rare. What’s true is that 90% percent of the 

harm done to children is by people they already know. 

Second, it’s just confusing for kids. Who’s a stranger? The new first-grade teacher? The nurse they 

just met? Should they fear everyone? 

Finally, when you strip kids from interactions with new people, it prevents them from developing the 

critical, real-world skill of sensing potentially dangerous situations. And that’s something that takes 

practice. 

In life, it is good to talk to strangers. People who talk to strangers—in coffee shops, in lines at the post 

office, while stretching before yoga class—feel more connected to those around them. And kids, who 

are new to this world, can get a lot of early practice talking to strangers because almost everyone is a 

stranger. Here’s how to help keep your kids safe without mentioning stranger danger. 

https://offspring.lifehacker.com/what-to-teach-kids-instead-of-stranger-danger-1824126614
https://kinja.com/mwoo
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/five-myths-about-missing-children/2013/05/10/efee398c-b8b4-11e2-aa9e-a02b765ff0ea_story.html?utm_term=.8df840bd4593


Let Them Trust That “Uh-Oh” Feeling  

You can and should explain to your kids that they may meet people who don’t want what’s best for 

them. Know that children naturally have good intuition. Remind your children that if they ever get an 

“uh oh” feeling, they should tell a parent, teacher or other trusted grownup. Even if something feels 

mostly safe, they should check with an adult just in case. 

Talk About “Tricky People” 

There’s a movement to rebrand “strangers” as “tricky people.” Introduced by Safely Ever After, an 

educational company dedicated to preventing of childhood sexual abuse, the idea is that it’s not how 

well a child knows a person, it’s what they say or do that makes them “tricky.” A tricky person might 

tell a kid to keep a secret, or ask for help, or do something else that makes them feel uncomfortable. 

Have Kids Practice Talking to Strangers in Your Presence 

It not only helps them develop good social skills, but it gives them confidence in figuring out who they 

can trust. 

At the library, have them ask the librarian where they can find books on Egypt. At a restaurant, have 

them order their own meal. At the dog park, see if they can find out what a dog’s name is. If your kid is 

more introverted, you can check in after the conversation, asking, “How did that feel?” 

Most strangers are totally fine! Very helpful, even. Kids will need to talk to strangers throughout their 

lives. The sooner they feel comfortable with that, the sooner they’ll be able to trust themselves to 

know if something isn’t quite right. 
 

http://safelyeverafter.com/index.html

