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In the development of this resource,

Dying With Dignity Canada (DWDC)

and the End of Life Doula Association of
Canada (EOLDAC) collaborated to share
insights into common challenges surrounding
end-of-life conversations and tips for
navigating those discussions. This resource
also shares observations about family dynamics
and the roles that loved ones often adopt
during difficult times.* It is a culmination

of responses from end-of-life doulas with
varying levels of experience, ranging from
less than two years to over six years in
practice. Many have encountered family
conflict in end-of-life scenarios, either directly
in their doula work or indirectly through
other roles, such as hospice volunteering or
their own personal experiences. Throughout
this resource, you will find direct quotes

from some of the doula participants.

*Please note that we use several terms throughout the document, including
“loved ones” and “family.” These terms are meant to include all types of family
and are not limited to only those who are connected legally or by blood.
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Additional resources

If you are looking for a death doula, consider reaching
out to The End of Life Doula Association of Canada at
endoflifedoulaassociation.org.

END OF LIFE DOULA



https://endoflifedoulaassociation.org/
https://endoflifedoulaassociation.org/

COMMON FEELINGS AND CHALLENGES IN

END-OF-LIFE CONVERSATIONS

The death doulas identified factors that may make end-of-life

conversations with loved ones difficult.

Emotional barriers:

* Fear and uncertainty about what the future may look like after
their loved one has died

* Guilt, resentment, or anger about their loved one’s death or
impending death, or that they did not have enough time to feel
anticipatory grief or fully process the loss

 Apprehension about next steps, such as what to do with the body,
who will take the lead to make decisions, and how to share time
and effort

* Feelings of loss and loneliness

Social and cultural norms:
* Discomfort when it comes to discussing death, due to social taboo

* Feeling inexperienced or ill-equipped to process feelings and
emotions associated with these conversations due to cultural norms

* Feeling as though it is “unnatural” to talk about death in a society
that often focuses on quantity over quality of life

Family dynamics:

* Lack of family leadership to guide discussions, or failing to create
space for issues to be raised and talked about

* Using avoidance as a means of coping with painful topics

* Differing family perspectives



Practical challenges:

* Geographical distance and complexities when people live in
different regions

* Limited time to process or plan

NAVIGATING END-OF-LIFE

CONVERSATIONS

Discussions are not one-time events but an ongoing process
requiring patience and care. Here are some tips for navigating

these conversations:

TIPS

Starting the conversation: Use indirect methods like
news stories or personal anecdotes to bring up the topic gently.
Engage tools like “The Death Deck” and “Go Wish” cards to

explore preferences playfully and/or thoughtfully.

Discussions early and often are important, as is acknowledging that

these conversations may evolve as wishes can change over time.

“These conversations often start with resistance
and discomfort, though ideally can become
deeply meaningful and enlivening realizations.”


https://thedeathdeck.com/
https://codaalliance.org/go-wish/

TIPS

Maintaining a supportive environment: Encourage loved
ones to listen without judgment and to validate the emotions of the
dying person. Approach the conversation with straightforwardness,
honesty, and sensitivity to the person’s comfort level. However,

“there is power in silence, compassion, companioning, and forgiveness”

and validation and support can look different for everyone.

Planning ahead: Proactive planning, such as Advance Care
Planning (ACP) and writing a will, can reduce stress later and

ensure decisions align with wishes and intentions.

“Loved ones who are dying are still alive and
need to be heard and their choices honoured.”

Dying With Dignity Canada has a free-to-download

Advance Care Planning Kit available.

Other considerations include how you want sentimental items
distributed, what you would like done to your body after death
(burial, cremation, aquamation, etc.), and how you want your

life to be celebrated.


https://www.dyingwithdignity.ca/education-resources/advance-care-planning/

ROLES WITHIN FAMILIES

There are many complex familial roles that can exist. One person may
take on many or all these roles at the same time. It is important to
note that everyone has a role to play, and the degree to which one

chooses to be involved will dictate a lot about how the dynamics exist.

Some common roles include:

The caregiver/administrator

This is the person who often takes on the emotional and physical
needs of the dying person and puts themself second. This person
does the scheduling and organizing of appointments, caregivers,
transportation, medication, and more. They often make difficult
decisions. They may also be the main “peacemaker” in the family
and may try to mitigate arguments and disagreements. This person
may neglect their own self-care in favour of the person who is

dying and others in the family.

The Substitute Decision-Maker
The Substitute Decision-Maker makes medical and personal care
decisions if the patient is unable to do so. They are often the main

advocate for the patient.

The listening ear
The listening ear frequently spends time emotionally supporting

not only the dying person but the family and loved ones, too.

The manipulator

A person who, intentionally or unintentionally, takes on these
characteristics often makes the situation about them, and not
the dying person. Whether they mean to or not, they often skew

the decision-making.



FAMILY DYNAMICS

Complicated family dynamics exist all around us. Further, people
often have differing values and communication styles, which can

lead to complexities when navigating end-of-life situations.

“Different family members have different beliefs
and expectations. Not all family members are
loving and kind. At the end of life, many people
are stressed.”

Death can bring loved ones together, but it also has the potential
to fracture relationships. Connection and collaboration will provide
a space for healing and growth. It is integral to consider our needs
and ensure that we are taking care of ourselves, along with our

loved ones.

“[Death] makes everything more intense and there
can feel like there is urgency to “solve” problems that
have often been longstanding. | have found it is
helpful to slow the pace down, chunk issues down,
and try to determine what is important to the
person | am supporting and their family, knowing
that things may end with unresolved issues and
that is okay. Focusing on love, connection, and
being mindful of the present is a lovely offering.”

Financial factors can also lead to complicated family dynamics. For
example, there may be disagreements about how to celebrate the

life of the person who died.



Some common considerations include:

* What kind of celebration will be done?

* What is the budget for the celebration of life or funeral?
* How and who will be managing the funds?

¢ What body disposition options can be considered?

This is why it is important for the dying person to share their wishes
while they are still able. That can help a family answer many of

these questions and lessen the chances of disagreements.

LOOKING AHEAD: HOW DYNAMICS

MAY CHANGE

While some traditions may stay the same to honour the deceased,
it is common for new customs and traditions to be created following
a death.

“The family ‘dance’ will change; roles will change,
family rituals will change, holidays, life events,
celebrations...all will be different.”

THE ROLE OF DOULAS

Doulas are equipped to take on difficult conversations and encourage
connection, which can relieve the pressure of a family member
taking on that role. This can help ensure that family members can

focus on their dying loved one.



“l have endeavoured to make myself available in a
non-intrusive way to the family — again, not imposing
my wishes or beliefs but offering my skills as a
facilitator of difficult discussions. | have found that
individuals are happy to defer to me as that person
as it relieves their stress. | can ask the hard questions
and hold the pain.”

A doula can help with setting expectations relevant to the
situation. Laying out the realities of the situation is integral to
avoid disappointment or disagreement. It is also helpful to focus

our energy on our loved one and not stray from the facts.

“l am frank, honest, and nonjudgmental in
conversations about death and dying. | am watchful
to see if face or body language suggests discomfort
and check in with the person.”

A doula can also speak to how relationships with the deceased can
continue after death as a way to soften the harsh reality of loss. To be
clear, this does not necessarily mean that the connection you shared
with your loved one is guided by a higher power, or any sort of
spirituality. Sometimes, it means having pictures around your home

or listening to their favourite music to remember them by.

“l also gave [the daughter] encouragement that her
relationship with her mom did not stop at her mom’s
death. That the story would continue. Potentially with
a counsellor she could explore therapeutic ways of
releasing her strong emotions.”



INVOLVING CHILDREN AND TEENAGERS

Including children and teenagers in end-of-life discussions requires
honesty, reassurance, and age-appropriate communication. Younger
children need simple, clear explanations, while older kids and teens can
sometimes manage deeper conversations about mortality. Encouraging
expression through drawing, storytelling, or memory projects can

help them process emotions. Open dialogue and creating space for

questions helps them to feel supported during these challenging times.

The doulas provided thoughtful advice for including younger
family members:

* Understanding developmental levels: Younger children (under 5)
may not grasp the concept of death fully but can feel the emotional
loss. Older children (5-12) and teens can comprehend the
permanence of death and may have more complex emotional
responses, including existential fears.

* Creating safe spaces: Encourage questions, provide honest answers,
and avoid sugar coating or euphemisms. Offer reassurance and support
for their feelings, making sure they feel heard and understood.

* Creative expression: Activities like drawing, storytelling, and creating
memory items allow children to process emotions constructively.
Legacy projects or expressive arts were highlighted as effective tools
for creating bonds and honouring the dying person’s memory.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

There are several instrumental organizations and individuals that

may positively influence the dying person’s last days and may provide

important resources and support to their loved ones. Some include:

e Canadian Hospice Palliative Care Association and access to
palliative social workers

e Canadian Virtual Hospice - Living My Culture
e Psychotherapist, counsellor, or other mental health professional



https://www.chpca.ca/
https://www.virtualhospice.ca/en_US/Main+Site+Navigation/Home.aspx
https://www.dyingwithdignity.ca/resource-type/local-directory/
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https://www.dyingwithdignity.ca/
https://endoflifedoulaassociation.org/
https://www.facebook.com/endoflifedoulaassociation/
https://www.facebook.com/DWDCanada/
https://bsky.app/profile/dyingwithdignity.ca
https://www.instagram.com/dwdcanada/



