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When someone is not expected to live:

supporting children

Telling a child that someone important to them is not expected to live, may be very daunting. Supporting

children this can be extremely difficult, especially when you are distressed, in shock or grieving yourself.

For a parent who is seriously ill, the thought that their children will grow up without them is devastating.

Or families may be facing the loss of a child, and the prospect of having to talk to the child and any siblings.

To protect children, and themselves, parents or
caregivers may want to avoid the subject for as long
as possible, especially when it is not certain what
will happen, and how family life will be affected.
However, children watch adults closely and overhear
adult conversations. They are usually aware that
there is something seriously wrong, even when
adults think they have successfully hidden the
signs. Children who are seriously ill often know
more than their adults realize. Even very young
children tend to sense that something is wrong, as
they pick up on signs of tension and distress.

Children sense when important things are not
being shared with them and this can lead to
anxiety, confusion and feeling excluded. Their
security is based on trusting the people who care
for them. Avoiding the subject may leave them too
worried to ask questions, afraid that they have done
something wrong or are in some way to blame for
what's happening. They need direct reassurance
that this is not the case.
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What do | tell the children and when?

Give clear, simple and accurate information,
appropriate to the child’s age and level of
understanding.

Every situation is different. However, you could start
giving a child more information when you know
that the person’s illness or injury means that they
are unlikely to get better, or when the child is clearly
showing that they need to know more, by asking
guestions or by showing their distress or anxiety.

Give information bit by bit, allowing them time in
between to process and make sense of what they've
heard and ask you any questions. Only give them the
information they need at the time, and add more
later.
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Explaining the illness or situation

For young children, it is helpful to explain the illness
or situation in basic terms, for example:

“Dow\a\y's llness is called cancev.
Because of it, his Yody cam't wovk vevy
well. You havew't dove amything to make
this happen, and you cam'’t catch camcer

like some other illnesses.”

“Eddic was Aviving Wis car omd it
cvashed. He was badly huvt oamd is
i hospital, but he is so huvt that the
Aoctovs com'’t make him better.”

Some children may ask directly if the person is going
to die. It is best to be honest and support children in
the reality of what is going to happen rather than try
to protect them with false hopes, which can lead to
them not trusting you later.

Telling a child that someone is
going to die

The following is one approach that you could adapt,
and this can be done in stages, over the course of
different conversations:

e If the child knows something already, firstly
you can acknowledge what they already know:

O
You know that Joe has been ill for a long
Hme, and the doctovs hawve beew trying to

make him better.”
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e Their response may help you to understand

how much they already know. Ask what they've
noticed about Joe recently. They might say
something like ‘he’s too tired to play with me.’
They may go on to say more about what they
think is happening.

Guided by what they say, you could say
something like:

“Joe's llness has got & lot wovse amd the
Aoctovs hawve tried everything they cowm.
Theve isw't anything wmove they cam Ao
wow to make him bettev, amd that means
Joe wow't live for much longer. This meams
tHhat Joe will dle. We Aot kwow when tHhis
will be but the Aoctors think i+ could ve

very soow.”

Allow children to express how they feel about
what is happening. It is OK, and can be helpful
for them, for you to show some of your feelings:
‘I am sad and worried too, but you can still talk
to me’.

Reassure them that there is nothing they did to
cause the person’s illness or injury, and that they
will be looked after.

Acknowledge their grief, and support them
emotionally by saying you (and others) are there
for hugs, time to talk and to do things together.
You can also ask them how they want to support
the person.
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Children’s reactions and questions

How children react will depend on their age, their
life experience, their emotional maturity and their
family’s culture and beliefs. Children under six
years old may not understand the permanence of
death, and will take everything that is said in a very
literal way. They may ask lots of questions as they
try to make sense of what is happening, and will
need answers repeated frequently with sensitivity
and patience. Older children understand that death
is permanent and an inevitable part of life for all,
including themselves.

There is often uncertainty about when someone
will actually die. Some people die much sooner than
expected and others live longer than anyone thought
they would, surviving treatment after treatment.
Young children often only understand things in very
concrete terms, and being unable to provide them
with a definite answer is hard. The family may have
had to live with uncertainty for many months, or
years, and may have prepared for the worst several
times. In such circumstances it can be hard to
believe that the person is actually going to die, and
so children may not be willing to accept what is now
being said to them. It may help to acknowledge how
they feel, and encourage any questions they have.

As adults, we might fear the questions children may
ask. They may be the very questions we dread or can’t
bear to think about, but it is vital to try to respond
to children at the right time for them and don’t put
them off, as opportunities to support them may then
be lost. Answer any questions honestly and simply,
and check that they have understood what you have
said. If you don’t know the answer, it is OK to say ‘I
don’t know, but if | find out, I'll tell you'.
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When a child asks ‘What happens when people
die?’, a simple answer that can be understood by
most children is: ‘when someone dies, their heart
and breathing stops, and their body doesn’t work
anymore’.

You can also acknowledge that this is a good
question that can be hard to answer, and ask the
child what they think. This can help you to find
out the child’s level of understanding and correct
any misconceptions they may have. It can also be a
chance to share thoughts according to family culture
and beliefs.

Just as adults seek to protect children, children may
try to protect the adults around them by not showing
their feelings. Also, children can switch quickly in
and out of feelings, as they are not able to stay with
very difficult feelings for long. However, they are still
very much affected, and still need support.

Managing everyday life

Each child is likely to react in a different way. How
they respond will be affected by their personality,
age, level of understanding and the nature of the
relationship they have with the person who is dying.
Young children’s thinking is often very self-focused,
and it is not unusual for them to have practical
concerns, such as ‘Can | still go to football practice?’
or 'Who's going to have his bike?”

Ways to support children include:

e Time together as a whole family, including the
person who is dying if possible, if this reflects their
needs and wishes.

e Time and space for children to think and ask you
questions.

e Familiar routines, which help children to feel secure
and comforted at a time of upheaval. It will help
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them if you can be honest and clear about what
routines will continue and what may not be possible
for a time. Older children and teenagers are likely
to want more detailed information as their thinking
and emotional understanding develops. They may
ask searching questions about the impact of what
is happening in the family, and what may happen
in future.

e Keeping contact with school - telling your child’s
teachers what is happening at home can help them
support your child appropriately while they are in
school, where they spend a considerable amount
of their daily life.

e Keeping in mind the child’s (and your) physical
health, such as eating and sleeping as well as
possible during this difficult time, and continuing
treatment for any medical conditions.

e Continuing normal levels of discipline can help a
child feel safe within known boundaries. Children’s
feelings often show through their behavior and
their play. They may be more naughty or disruptive
than usual with angry outbursts, or they may
become quieter or more helpful than usual. These
are normal reactions to an event in their life that
feels anything but ‘'normal’.

e Noting unusual behavior - children who are
anxious may show behavior changes, including not
wanting to leave their parents, not being able to
sleep, or behaving as if they were younger. Such
behavior often settles down with reassurance and
support. If it continues over a long period of time,
and is affecting how they function in daily life, it
may be helpful to seek some additional support.

Keeping children involved

Children can offer a lot of support to family or friends
who are seriously ill, by playing normally with them,
or by simply keeping them company. Some people
who are very ill, including children, can benefit
greatly from ‘normality’ in those around them.
Children feel more involved, and their self-esteem is
boosted, by being able to help in care-giving, even
in small ways such as adjusting the person’s pillows
or making them a card.

Where possible, ask children what they would like
to do to support others, and provide them with the
information they might need to make that choice.
Being involved in making decisions can give children
some control in a world where so much feels out of
control.

It is very important to make time to simply be
together and keep communicating, even if talking
about the situation or the future is too difficult.

Support for you as parent, caregiver
or professional

The courage it takes to talk to a child about serious
illness or death cannot be underestimated. This is an
enormously difficult time for the whole family and
for those supporting them. Meeting the needs of
children alongside your own emotional or practical
needs may seem impossible at times. Use whatever
support is available to you, and don’t expect too
much of yourself.

For further resources, you may wish to visit Child Bereavement UK'’s website:

www.childbereavementuk.org
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