
How to talk 
about death 
and dying...
Talking about death and dying can be 

one of the most difficult conversations 

to have – especially with our loved 

ones. It is okay to feel scared about 

approaching the topic, whether you 

are voicing your own thoughts and 

feelings about death or asking a loved 

one to open up about how they feel. 

But the truth is, talking about death can 

help us to alleviate our fears and feel 

a bit more prepared. It does not, of 

course, bring death closer.  

Get in touch on: 
01279 773700

Ring our 24 hour 
advice line on: 
01279 773773

stclarehospice.org.uk

This guide was created in celebration of 

Dying Matters Awareness Week 2018. 

Dying Matters is a UK charity, led by the 

National Council for Palliative Care.  

Why do we need to 
talk about it?

We have all avoided the topic of death 

at some point in our lives. The truth is, by 

avoiding it we are only perpetuating our 

‘fear of the unknown’. 

By exploring all the different possibilities, 

and our thoughts and wishes, we are 

able to come to terms with the fact 

that we will die one day, and start 

planning for how we want it to be. 

We worry that talking about death and 

dying will cause upset to ourselves and 

others. Yet, showing emotion doesn’t 

have to be a bad thing. It is expected that 

no one wants to lose their loved ones, or 

leave their loved ones behind. 

Even having conversations about Wills 

can bring about worries of being ‘money- 

grabbing’. We shut down conversations 

and say, ‘don’t talk like that, you’ll be 

around for years yet’.   

Sound familiar? Don’t worry; all of these 

feelings are completely normal, and most 

of us experience them. The best thing we 

can do is try to work through them, so 

that we can talk about these important 

things with our loved ones.  

Despite the fact 
we don’t like to 

talk about it, most 
of us have a quiet 
wish that we will 
die peacefully...



"I hope that everything will be 
okay after I'm gone, and that 
my family will be able to cope 
without me..." 
When we plan for death, we are able to voice our wishes 

and help to make it a reality. Taking consideration of the 

practicalities of dying – such as our care, our Will, and 

our funeral – can lift a huge weight from our shoulders, 

and minimise the stress for our families. 

Additionally, when we are open to talk about death and 

dying with our loved ones, we create an opportunity to 

engage in meaningful exchanges before it is too late. We 

can feel empowered to say things like, ‘I love you,’ or ‘I’m 

sorry,’ or ‘I’m proud of you’.  

Things we might want 

to talk about...

Making a Will 

Planning the funeral 

Arranging care and support 

Our preferred diet and nutritional needs 

Personal hygiene and going to the toilet 

Life-support machines 

Who will make decisions for us 

Organ donation 

Cremation and burial  - I love you 
- I’m sorry 
- I’m proud of you 
- Thank you 
- I forgive you  
- I’m frightened  

There is no right or wrong way to have a conversation 

about death and dying. You will know what tone and 

language to use around your loved ones – follow your 

instinct. There is no need to treat someone differently to 

how you normally would; it is important that it feels real 

and familiar. 

1. Recognise opportunities

2. Ask questions about death

3. Share your experiences

4. Be thoughtful & considerate

5. When there's not much time

The  conversation may come about unexpectedly. Listen 

for natural openings to bring up death and dying. Perhaps 

you are discussing a recent tragedy in the news... 

Ask questions about people’s experiences. If you feel 

comfortable and are confident that it would not cause 

upset, you might ask an older relative, “What was it like 

when your parents died?”  

Mentioning your own experiences and how you felt can 

encourage others to open up about their own feelings 

and emotions.  

You may need to guide a conversation to happen, 

arranging a suitable place and time and planning what 

you want to say. Think about what you wish to achieve, 

and how you might say it. 

There is always time to thoughtfully consider what the 

best thing to do is. Although we may not be able to 

arrange practicalities, we can share how we feel and 

what we think. It could be a few words, or just a 

knowing look. 

"I know talking about these 
things is never easy, but 
have you thought about..."
Remember: it is okay when you don’t know what to 

say.  As long as you have listened well and are 

showing consideration and compassion, it will be 

appreciated that you have shown your care. Above 

all, it is important to just be there.  

Being respectful means we try not to force our 

viewpoint onto others. This is their experience, 

and it's different for everyone. 

Being honest and real can be very liberating 

and soothing. Sometimes the best thing we can 

do is hold a hand and be there. 

Using body language such as giving eye 

contact shows you are listening. Be mindful and 

attentive of the other person, too. 

Staying calm can be difficult when emotions 

are running high. Breathe slowly with both feet 

on the floor, so you feel present and grounded. 

Tears and emotion are normal , and can help 

to relieve stress. Being brave enough to express 

how you feel can be powerfully healing and 

show others it is okay to do so, too. 

  

Being quiet and peaceful without filling every 

silence, gives you both an opportunity to think 

and say what you mean. It shows that you care. 

How to have a conversation

Things to remember


