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What is Anticipatory Grief? 

 

Anticipatory grief refers to the feelings of grief before an impending loss. Anticipatory grief is 

often experienced by those close to someone who has a life limiting illness such as cancer 

particularly as the end of life approaches. Even when the death of someone close is 

expected it can still be a shock and the feelings of grief are just as complex. Consider being 

a passenger on a bus with all your family. You know the bus is going to crash and you know 

who is not going to survive. This is just as shocking as someone you know being suddenly 

hit by a bus. Anticipatory grief is further complicated by uncertain timescales. Knowing a 

death is imminent but not knowing when is incredibly difficult for loved ones to manage.  

 

Anticipatory grief shares many symptoms of regular grief such as sadness, anger, 

isolation.  But the awareness of the looming death may also bring anxiety, restlessness 

and hopelessness. During this time the family often has to continue with life as normal 

despite these strong feelings of anticipatory grief and the often complicated disruption to 

normal routines. For children this can be a confusing and frightening time. They may not 

know the death is imminent as family members attempt to shield them but often children are 

aware of the tension, distress of others and changes to their daily routines. All of these 

factors, in addition to their own anticipatory grief, can have a big impact on their feelings and 

behaviour. 

 

For some people anticipatory grief can reduce the symptoms of grief after a death but this 

is not universal or predictable.  Therefore, no assumptions can be made about the 

reaction of a pupil following an anticipated death.  

 

Pupils will need support to: 

 

 understand and accept that anticipatory grief is normal as are the often confusing 

feelings that accompany it 

 express their feelings using any medium they prefer (talking, art, writing etc.) 

 stay connected with others. This may be difficult for logistical reasons (hospital 

visits, extra care responsibilities) so school or nursery might be the only place 

social relationships can be nurtured   

 connect with local services such as support groups (e.g. Young Carers) providing 

the young person to connect with others in a similar position 

 focus on the support and love they are providing for their loved one and the 

opportunities they have to make the last phase of this person’s life positive and 

fulfilling 

 take care of themselves 

  



Guidance and Advice 

 
 
 
 
 

 

https://www.winstonswish.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/01/MAC15372childforlossE1lowrespdf
20151223.pdf 
 
This information aims to help you prepare and talk to a child 
or children about your death. It’s for parents or guardians 
who are near the end of life. Partners, grandparents and 
close family members may find it useful, too. It may also 
help you talk to children who are already dealing with the 
death of a family member. 

 

https://www.winstonswish.org/wp-
content/uploads/2018/01/MAC15372childforlossE1lowrespdf
20151223.pdf 
 
This information aims to help you prepare and talk to a child 
or children about your death. It’s for parents or guardians 
who are near the end of life. Partners, grandparents and 
close family members may find it useful, too. It may also 
help you talk to children who are already dealing with the 
death of a family member. 

 
 

https://shop.winstonswish.org/collections/books/products/as-
big-as-it-gets 
 
This booklet provides a range of ideas for parents and carers 
so that they feel able to involve their children in what is 
happening.  The book also includes some suggestions about 
what parents might say to children and how to offer support. 

 
 
 
 
 

https://02f0a56ef46d93f03c90-
22ac5f107621879d5667e0d7ed595bdb.ssl.cf2.rackcdn.com
/sites/14962/uploads/42752/supporting-children-young-
people-when-someone-has-a-terminal-illness20201208-
2467-11jj2ua.pdf 

This booklet is for any adult who is supporting a child or 
young person when someone close to them is living with a 
terminal illness. Whether you are a parent, another family 
member or close friend, we understand that it can feel 
difficult to know how to support children when someone is ill. 

 https://www.childbereavementuk.org/when-someone-is-not-
expected-to-live 
 
Guidance film providing advice for speaking to a child about 
the imminent death of a parent.  
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Books 
 

 

 
https://www.childbereavementuk.org/shop/when-your-mum-
or-dad-has-cancer-book 
 
 
Suitable for younger children (7+) to teenage children. 
Explains cancer in a simple way and answers many 
questions children ask with insight and honesty. 
 
 
 

 

 
https://shop.winstonswish.org/products/the-secret-c 
 
Offers a simple, honest explanations of what cancer is and 
how it affects someone. It also gives short explanations of 
treatments. 
 

 

 
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Flamingo-Dream-Donna-Jo-
Napoli/dp/0688167969 
 
Grieving over her father's death from cancer, a young girl 
celebrates their last year together by making a book that 
includes mementos and a story, in a groundbreaking picture 
book about dying and healing. For primary school aged 
children. 

 

 
This activity book will help families and teachers communicate 
with children about feelings about family change while 
teaching basic concepts of illness and healthy coping skills. 
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The simple story deals with issues surrounding a sibling's 
serious illness, and stays in hospital, and how his brother 
copes with different emotions and feelings. It is for children 
aged 4 - 10 years old.  

  
Fox knows that Goldfish is very unwell. Before it’s too late, he 
takes his friend on an epic adventure beyond the fishbowl. 
Together they take a splash in the ocean, go for a bike ride in 
the Grand Canyon, admire Mount Fuji, explore the jungle, go 
skiing and even make it to the moon. Then time has come for 
Fox to let go of Goldfish. 

 

 
When a child is seriously ill, siblings experience mixed 
emotions and hurt feelings, and wonder about the future. In 
this heartwarming story, the narrator, a confused young girl, 
expresses all of these concerns when her brother goes to the 
hospital for an extended stay. 

 
 
Other Practical Ideas and Resources: 
 
Stepping Stone Postcards – Childhood Bereavement Network  
https://www.ncb.org.uk/about-1/shop/bereavement-resources/stepping-stones   
 
Making a memory box  
https://www.macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/treatment/if-you-have-an-
advanced-cancer/end-of-life/making-a-memory-box  
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https://www.amazon.co.uk/My-Brother-Me-Sarah-Courtauld/dp/0952166127/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=%E2%80%A2+My+Brother+and+Me-+Sarah+Courtauld+-&qid=1620805823&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Fox-Goldfish-Nils-Pieters/dp/0994128215/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=%E2%80%A2+Fox+%26+Goldfish-+Nils+Pieters&qid=1620805848&s=books&sr=1-1
https://www.amazon.co.uk/What-About-Me-Brothers-Sisters/dp/0945354495/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=%E2%80%A2+What+About+Me%3F+When+Brothers+and+Sisters+Get+Sick+-&qid=1620805871&s=books&sr=1-1

