
Listen to  your child’s responses without minimising fears. 
Validate the experience your child is sharing with you. 
Let them know that it is normal to have and to express different feelings and
thoughts when someone in the family has an advanced terminal illness. 

The “best” time is the time you
create allowing enough space

for reactions or question. 

START THE CONVERSATION 

Make time to talk with your child and inform them of new information
or changes (e.g. appearance or functioning of the person). 
Ask your child if they have questions, concerns, or thoughts they
would like to share.  

CONNECT CONSISTENTLY 

Naming the disease and explaining what it is
can be helpful to avoid feelings of fear, anxiety
or confusions that your child may develop.

Giving children difficult news is hard
but waiting for the “right” time may
not always be the best option. 

TALKING TO KIDS ABOUT A LOVED
ONE'S LIFE LIFE-LIMITING ILLNESS

Talking to children about a loved one who has a life-limiting illness is never an easy
task. These are some ideas that can help parents bring on the conversation and learn
how to better support children throughout the challenges of the experience. 

COMMUNICATE OPENLY AND CLEARLY

OFFER VALIDATION

Young children need basic, accurate and
clear information about the illness and what
is expected to happen. 
Explain how their care and routines will be
maintained. 
Adolescents and teens appreciate having
more detailed information. 

Consistent communication establishes trust and helps prepare your child
for what to come. 

Children often worry that they may get or may have caused the disease of their loved. 
Reassure your child  with clarity that this illness is not contagious, nor did they cause it. 



Be honest if you don’t have an answer. 
Appreciate your child’s questions.
Assure them that you will tell them if and when you have the answers. 

MAINTAIN ROUTINE 

Think about giving your child some household tasks suited to their
age, abilities and time.

Having some responsibilities can help a child feel useful and needed
and included in the family. 

Keep your child's teachers and school
informed about what the family is going
through and how your child is responding. 

Spending time and playing with friends is
important. It provide a sense of normality
and creates an outlet to be active and to
socialise. 

Provide structure as this can help a child feel safe. 
Consistent daily routines will help your child throughout the day. 

ASSIGN TASKS AND RESPONSIBILITIES 

IT'S OKAY NOT TO KNOW 

ALLOW THEM TIME TO BE A CHILD

ADVOCATE FOR YOUR CHILD 

This can be valuable time to relief
the burden of pressure and stress
your child maybe experiencing. 

This may be helpful to the school staff
in assisting and supporting your child.

childcare when you are unavailable
planned time-limited hospital visits
continued participation in school/sports activities
spending time with friends

It is important to preserve routines such as: 

Reference: The Doughy Centre: Pathways program publications (2022) "Supporting
children and teens when a family member has an advanced serious illness" 


