Someone you
know is very ill
They may not have long to live. You feel
desperately sad, but also at a loss what to
do. Their illness seems to have changed
everything. How can you talk about things the
way you used to? Will they still want to see you
when time is so short? Should you call? And
what can you possibly say to them under the
circumstances?
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To find out how to get more
help visit:
www.dyingmatters.org
or call freephone 			
08000 21 44 66
This is number six in a series of leaflets focusing on
dying, death and bereavement produced by Dying
Matters.
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The National Council for Palliative Care
(NCPC) is the umbrella charity for all
those who are involved in providing,
commissioning and using palliative care
and hospice services in England, Wales
& Northern Ireland.

Starting the conversation
if someone close to you is
dying

Why we need to talk about
death and dying
Some people don’t die as they might have wished
to. They may not have left a will, or expressed
wishes about their funeral, care arrangements
for dependents, or donating organs. Or they may
simply not have said what they wanted to say.
This isn’t just sad for the person dying. For those
left, there may be difficult loose ends to tie up,
and sadness and regrets that can live on for a long
time. It’s in everyone’s interests to deal with these
subjects, and to talk about the practicalities and
emotions surrounding dying, whether it be years or
days away.
The process isn’t easy. It involves facing an uncertain
future, accepting that things are coming to an end,
and acknowledging strong emotions like love and
fear.
But it can bring you closer, and families commonly
report a sense of relief once dying is brought out
into the open.

Subjects you might
need to talk about
The type of care someone would like
towards
the end of their life
Where they’d like to die
Funeral arrangements
Care of dependents
Organ donation
How they’d like to remembered
Whether they have any particular wor
ries they’d
like to discuss about being ill and dyin
g
What they’d like people to know befo
re
they die

Principles to bear in mind
It’s generally true that, in the long run, you hurt
people more by the conversations you don’t have
than by the conversations you do have.
It’s quite likely that the other person has been
thinking about these subjects for a long time – they
just haven’t shown it.
Sometimes talking about important subjects like this
isn’t a matter of having one “cover all” conversation
– it can be many small ones.
If you’re worried about getting it wrong with
someone you love, you can always discuss what
to do with someone else you respect and trust – a
nurse or close friend, for example.

Starting the conversation
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Choose the right place, and the right time. No one
finds it easy to talk if they’re feeling particularly
stressed.
If there’s time, it’s best to wait until there is an
obvious indication from the other person that they
want to talk.
But when time is short, you may need to raise the
subject directly. You needn’t be harsh or abrupt.
You can be honest and acknowledge the difficulty:
“I know talking about these things is never easy.”
One good way to provide an opening is to ask the
person how they feel about their illness, or their
progress, and what they hope for in the next few
weeks.
Try and be honest and personal from the start. It
can help if you make it clear why talking about this
subject is important to you.

Do...
…remember that we are all dying. Conversations
about dying can be two way, with both participants
talking about plans, memories, fears and hopes for
their own death and after.

Don’t...
…fill silences: gaps in conversations can provide
people with the opportunity to bring up subjects that
are important to them.

Try...

If the other person clearly doesn’t want to talk, or
openly face the fact that they are going to die, you
do have to respect that.

“How do you feel about your situation
at the moment?”

Listen to the other person, and show you are
listening, for example by nodding your head.

“I know these are difficult things to talk about…”

It’s good to be reassuring, but you can overdo it. For
example, if you say “Don’t worry”, it might stop the
other person from talking and being open about
anxieties.

“What would you like to talk about?”
“Is there anything you want us to know…?”
“How do you feel you’re progressing?”
“What do you hope for in the next few weeks?”

