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          SUPPORTING A TEEN WHEN SOMEONE THEY LOVE 
     HAS A SERIOUS ILLNESS 

 
Anticipatory grief encompasses: 
Anticipatory grief is all of the thoughts, feelings, changes, and reactions a patient and 
their family may experience when expecting a death. Anticipatory grief is individualized, 
which means it is different for each person, and in some cases does not occur at all.  
Teens can experience anticipatory grief, and like adult family members, it may be 
different for each teen. 
 

A teen’s experience of anticipatory grief may include: 
• Feelings: sadness, anger, shock, confusion, guilt, anxiety, worry, etc.  

• Behavioral changes at home or school 
• Withdrawal from family, or wanting to spend time alone 
• Desire to spend more or less time with friends 
• Physical complaints: headaches, stomachaches, sore throats, etc. 
• Inability to concentrate and/or changes in school performance & grades 

• Feeling helpless and hopeless at times 
• Inability to sleep or sleeping more 
• Distancing themselves from or wanting to spend  more time with their loved one  
• Any other thoughts, feelings, or physical expression 

 
Teens and change: 
When someone has a serious illness, there are often many changes that affect those 
around them. Like adults, many teens find a sense of security in routines.  When their 
daily routines are shifted, stress and tension may occur. Communicating openly with 
your teen about the changes can help alleviate some of the stress. Give your teen time 
to express their reactions and feelings about the changes.   
 

Examples of possible changes may include: 
• Family roles/responsibilities 
• Eating and sleeping routines 

• Transportation routine 
• Extra curricular activities 

• Family rules 
• Moods 

• Finances 
• Expectations

• Trips to the doctor or increased traffic  
in the home due to visitors/health care  
staff 

 
Acknowledging the small goodbyes: 
Some of the changes that result from their loved one’s illness may feel like losses to 
your teen.  We call these “small good-byes” because the teen has to discontinue 
interactions or experiences that were once a part of their relationship with their loved 
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one before their illness.  It is important to remember and acknowledge that different 
small goodbyes may occur as their loved one’s illness progresses. Grieving the small 
goodbyes is part of anticipatory grief. 
 

Examples of small goodbyes may include: 

• Not being able to have their loved attend special events (e.g. sporting events, 
award ceremonies, graduation, etc.) 

 

• Not being able to go places and do things they used to do with their loved one 
• Not being able to talk to their loved one as much as they used to 

• Not being able to see their loved one as much as they used to 
• Having a hospital bed and other medical equipment brought into the home 
• When their loved one becomes unresponsive 

 
Finding Words- Ways to communicate with your teen: 
Deciding how to talk to your teen about your loved one’s illness may feel overwhelming.  
Its okay to ask for support from those around you and remember, as grown ups we 
don’t have to have all the answers (and its okay to let a teen know this.)  Teens are 
very aware of their environment and typically know parts of what is happening before 
they are told.  However, it is important not to assume your teen knows everything.  
Relying on a teen to piece together what is happening can lead to confusion and 
misunderstandings.  
 

 Helpful guidelines for talking to your teen include: 
• Create a safe place for interactions or conversations. 

• Avoid lecturing; make your responses brief, nonjudgmental and compassionate. 
• Be honest.  Use language like disease, sick, dying. 
 

• Ask them what they do & do not understand about their loved one’s illness.  
Offer information that may help them understand things that are unclear. 

• Be quiet- Listen. 
 

• Find a time when you can give your teen your full attention, even if brief. 
 

• Honor a teen’s need for timed silence and to choose when they are ready to 
respond. 

• Try connecting and communicating through activities or things your teen likes to 
do. 

• Avoid teasing or shaming their reactions, comments or questions. 
 

• Share your experience and feelings if they are relevant. This can be a good 
opportunity to model healthy grief expression and communication. It also lets 
them know you’re human too. 

• If you are the caretaker of your loved one who has become ill, see how much 
your teen wants to be involved. 

• Encourage the expression of a full range of emotions. 
 

• Avoid gender stereotypes of expression of feelings: (e.g. “Boys need be strong 
and they don’t cry. Girls are sensitive and are allowed to cry.”) Anticipatory grief 
is unique for each person regardless of gender. 
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• Give your teen space when they need it.  Peer groups are important during this 
developmental stage.  Sometimes your teen may seem like they are not 
responsive, but it may be they prefer processing things with friends. 

 
Ways to support a teen when their loved one is dying: 
It is important to reassure your teen that their physical, mental, emotional and spiritual 
needs will be met.  
 

These needs may include: 
• Physical needs: 

-Nutritious food 
-Lots of water 
-Adequate sleep 
-Taking grief breaks, or doing things they find enjoyable 

 

• Mental and emotional needs: 
-Honest, fact-based information about what is going on around them and their   

   loved one’s progress 
-Sense of security, including maintaining rules and boundaries 
-Encouragement to express their own feelings 
-Time and space to spend with friends 
-To see adults grieve and express their feelings 

• Spiritual needs: 
-Opportunity to explore spiritual questions and beliefs about life and death 

 

* Some of these needs can be interchanged and overlap in the different categories 

 
Ways to Ensure Your Teen is Supported at School: 

• Be sure your teen’s teachers know what is going on in their life. This will help 
them better understand possible changes in your teen’s mood, concentration, 
and grades. Keep them abreast of changes at home. 

 

• Check to see if your teen has an adult they trust at school who they can go to if 
they need to talk or take a break during the school day. People/places to get 
support at school include: teachers, guidance counselors, coaches, mentors, 
other school staff, and friends. 

• Make sure your teen communicates with teachers early and honestly if they are 
not able to keep up with assignments. 

• Check in with your teen to see how things are going with school, teachers and 
their friends.  Sometimes people are not sure how to react to someone’s 
anticipatory grief. 
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