Supporting children under 18 years old

Rene Bennett, Senior Social Worker

I'm Rene, I’'m with the patient and family support team and I'd like to speak with you about
supporting children who are under 18, when you're having conversations with them about
serious illness, death and dying, and share has some guidelines in terms of having those
conversations. I'm talking about children in plural, but the same can apply for when you
speaking with a child.

So, we know that this is a difficult area. These can be some of the hardest conversations and
there’s that instinct to want to protect children from things that will hurt them. But we also
know that children want to be included. They want to be involved. And they're often more
resilient than what we think. So I'd encourage you to think about these guidelines in terms of
when, where, who, how, what for the conversations.

So, in terms of when, there is no ideal time, it's about when you are emotionally ready to have
the conversations. Even if the treatment options are not known. In terms of where, ideally
somewhere where you won't be interrupted, where you won't be disturbed and somewhere
familiar to the children and yourself.

In terms of who to have there, ideally if you could have another adult present, somebody that
the children know and trust so that they can be there to support you and the children. If it's
not possible do try and update key adults afterwards so that they know what's been
communicated so that there can be consistency in the information to the children.

If you're talking with more than one child, if it's not possible to have all the children together
in one go, then do try and have those individual conversations as close together as possible so
that you don't have a situation where one child is knowing more than the other.

In terms of what to say, if it's cancer, to name it, and talk about cancer. Talk about the
treatments that will be offered and also the side effects. Also, do mention where in the body
the cancer is and then talk about how the children will be affected, how it will impact on them
and what's going to change for them and their routines.

I'd encourage as much reassurance as possible, so making sure they understand it's not their
fault, that they can ask questions and also explaining who is going to be looking after them.
You may also want to do physical reassurance in terms of hugs, and I'd urge against false
reassurances just because that can erode the trust that the children have in you.

In terms of language, I'd encourage simple, clear information, short sentences, bite sized
conversations, which you can repeat and also build on future conversations. I'd encourage you
to listen. So you may want to start by asking the children what they know and understand just
so that you can then pitch accordingly. And it also gives you the chance to, if something's been
misunderstood, to clarify and explain things.

I'd urge you to be honest. So if there are certain things that you don't know, maybe questions
that they're asking that you're not sure about to say that you don't know if it's something that



you can find out about then do and then get back to them. It's hard to find the right words just
on the spot. So I'd encourage you to rehearse to think about what questions they may have.
And also how they are going to react.

So, there might be common reactions of shock, anger, upset, guilt, and that you can reassure
them that these are okay to have. Then do involve them, there may be practical ways that they
can be involved or otherwise creative ways like doing cards or drawings. After the
conversations I'd encourage doing something that they enjoy. So, whether that's a story or
playing a game. And then do also update the school so that they know what information has
been communicated and how you're supporting the children, so that they can contribute
towards that support.

I've mentioned earlier about ongoing conversations. So, you know, do expect follow on
guestions, but children are not always going to ask. But that doesn't mean that they're not
thinking about things, or have feelings about what's going on. So do use your own knowledge
of your children and that kind of trust your gut.

So you may want to observe and comment on what you're seeing. Maybe they're more
withdrawn or more quiet. Do also be aware of the age and developmental stages of the
children, and at the end of this clip, there will be some resources that you can see for further
information.

And then finally, I'd also urge you to just think about what's going on for yourself. So do think
about the impact this is having on you and whether you need some support from us in the
patient and family support team.

Thank you.

Further Support
e Understanding children and teenagers' reactions (Macmillan) -
https://www.macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/diagnosis/talking-
about-cancer/understanding-children-and-teenagers-reactions
e Dealing with serious and terminal illness (Winston’s Wish) -
https://www.winstonswish.org/serious-illness/
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