Supporting you and your family
when your child has died
Practical Information

1

We would like to offer our sincere sympathy to you, your family and
friends on the death of your child.
This booklet contains information to help guide you through some of
the decisions and arrangements that you and your family will need
to make.
The staff who have cared for your child are here to help and advise
you if you are unsure of what you need to do. They will help in any
way they can. Contact details are as below:

Consultant

Tel: ...........................................

Nursing Staff

Tel: ...........................................

General Practitioner (GP)

Tel: ...........................................

Community Children’s Nurse

Tel: ...........................................

School Nurse/Public Health Nurse Tel: ...........................................
Your GP, health visitor and community children’s nurse (where
applicable) will be informed of the death of your child. You are
welcome to contact them for support in the forthcoming days and
weeks.
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Practical Information and Guidance
We hope that this information will help you at this sad and difficult
time, particularly with some of the practical matters.
Taking Time
When a child dies there are many decisions and arrangements
that need to be made and dealing with the practicalities can
feel overwhelming. Although it may be difficult to cope with such
arrangements when you are distressed, it will be important later that
you can feel content with how these things were done. Doing things
in your own time and at your own pace is important. There is no
need to rush into any decisions and no need to feel pressured. It will
help you, both now and later, if you can feel that you made the best
possible decisions and did what felt right for you.
If your child has died at home, there are a number of people who will
be able to give you the help and information you need, for example
your GP, children’s community nurse, health visitor, school nurse,
social worker, spiritual advisor or faith representative. If your child
died in hospital, you will be able to avail of support from hospital staff
including hospital chaplains. Chaplains can also make contact with
families’ own spiritual advisor, if requested.
Decisions
If your child has died in hospital, it may be possible, following
discussion with staff, to take your child directly home from the ward.
You will be offered the choice to take your child home yourself or to
have the funeral director do this for you.
Decisions you will need to make will include the clothes you wish
your child to be dressed in and if you wish a special toy or teddy to
be placed with your child. You may wish to dress your child alone, or
prefer the nurse present for support. Some parents prefer that the
nurse or funeral director do this for them. The nurses will understand
that this may be too difficult for you and they will help and give support
to you in any way they can. It may also be helpful to have the support
of family members and friends. Staff can contact these people for
you. However, you may prefer just to be on your own for a time.
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Other children
If you have other children, it can be very easy to overlook their
emotional needs. Children experience the pain of loss as intensely
as adults. They need to be given information openly and honestly.
Our booklet ‘When someone close to you dies – a guide for talking
with and supporting children’ may be helpful in answering some of
your questions regarding how to help them. The staff who cared for
your child can also advise and support you with this also.

Verifying and Certifying death
When your child died, a GP or hospital doctor told you (verified) that
death had occurred. If the doctor knows your child’s medical history,
a medical certificate of cause of death is completed electronically.
However, there may be a delay with this, due to:
•
•

The death occurring at the weekend, overnight or on a bank
holiday and the doctor on call not having cared for your child
directly.
The doctor needing to seek guidance from the coroner

Deaths in certain circumstances are reportable to the coroner and a
post mortem may be required (see coroner’s information, page 6).
The Medical Certificate of Cause of Death needs to be completed
before a death can be registered.

Cremation
Please let medical staff or your funeral director know if you are planning
to have a cremation. This requires a second doctor to confirm the
cause of death and complete a cremation form. All cremations in
Northern Ireland will take place at Roselawn Crematorium in Belfast.
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Memory Making
Staff can guide and support you in spending time with your child. It
may seem strange when they offer to take a photograph, a lock of
hair or hand and footprints of your child, but in years to come these
can be very treasured. Please let the Nursing staff know if you have
particular wishes around what you would particularly like or wouldn’t
like to happen regarding these.

Information if you decide to take your child home
•
•
•

•

If you are taking your child home yourself, the nursing staff will
ask for the name of your funeral director before you leave the
hospital.
We advise that you contact your chosen funeral director on your
return home, so that they can support and help you to organise
the funeral arrangements.
Once at home, you need to ensure that your child is kept in a
cool, well ventilated room. If possible, refrain from putting heating
on. It is normal for your child’s skin to become cold, pale or
discoloured.
Your GP and other health professionals who have provided care
for your child will be notified the following working day.

Although you and your child have left the hospital, we are happy
to help in any way we can. Please do not hesitate to contact the
department. Please ask for the nurse in charge.
Department .........................................................................................
Phone Number ...................................................................................
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Post Mortem Examination
Consented (hospital) Post-Mortem Examination
The doctor caring for your child may discuss the possibility of
carrying out a consented hospital Post-Mortem examination. If this
is appropriate they will discuss the reason for offering this and what
it involves. The decision you make to either give consent or decline
the offer of a Post-Mortem will be recorded on a special consent
form which you will be asked to sign. You will also receive a booklet
‘Hospital Post-Mortem examination – information for parents’
If you consent to your child having a consented Post-Mortem
examination, this will take place at the Alder Hey Children’s
Foundation Trust (Alder Hey) in Liverpool.
For this reason, it will not be possible to arrange a hospital post
mortem examination in time to allow a funeral to take place within
24 hours of death, if your beliefs require this. The health care
professional who discusses the hospital Post-Mortem examination
with you will be able to advise you as to when it will take place and
when your child is likely to leave and return.
Belfast Health and Social Care Trust Mortuary will arrange and
manage your child’s safe and expedient transfer to Alder Hey. When
your child returns your Funeral Director or a family member will make
arrangements with the mortuary department for them to be collected.
Alder Hey Children’s NHS foundation Trust have a 24/7 bereavement
support team available for you while your child is in their care. If
you would like this team to contact you this will be recorded on the
consent form. They will then be in touch when your child arrives, and
will be able to update you of your child’s post mortem and answer any
queries or concerns that you might have.
The report following the Post-Mortem will be sent to your child’s
hospital consultant and GP. This takes a minimum of 8 weeks to
complete and may be longer in some cases. A letter will be sent to
you, informing you that the doctors have received the report. You can
then arrange an appointment with them to discuss the findings.
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Coroner’s referral
There are occasions when, for legal reasons, a death needs to be
referred to the Coroner. For example when the death is sudden,
when the cause is unknown or when it occurs immediately after
surgery.
Some times when this happens, the Coroner may then decide to
seek a Post-Mortem examination. This will take place soon after
death. You, as next of kin will be advised, but your permission is
not required. You will be contacted by a coroner’s liaison officer,
or a police family liaison officer, who will support you throughout
the time of the Coroner’s involvement. You will be provided with
the booklet ‘Coroner’s Post-Mortem examination – information for
relatives’. You should not make funeral arrangements until you
have permission from the Coroner. The death cannot be registered
and the death certificate cannot be issued until after the Registrar
has received the necessary certificate from the Coroner. When the
Registrar’s office receives the appropriate form, a relative of the
child is contacted and asked to come and register the death.

Processes to report the death of a child
Within Northern Ireland, when a child dies, there are processes to
report this to the Health and Social Care Board. You will receive
separate leaflets explaining these procedures and you will be kept
informed throughout this process.

Registering your child’s death
When a medical certificate of cause of death has been issued, the
death must be registered. This has to happen within 5 working days
and before the funeral takes place.
Staff caring for your child and the funeral director can help guide
you regarding registering your child’s death.
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What if my baby’s birth hasn’t been registered?
If your baby has died and the birth is not yet registered, you may
register both the birth and the death at the same time. When
parents are not married, if the father’s details are to be entered
on the birth certificate, both parents will be required to attend.
However, either parent may register the child’s death.
If your baby was born alive and died within 28 days of birth
(neonatal death), it is usual to register both the birth and the death
before the burial.
Who can register a death?
•
•
•
•
•

Any relative who knows the required details
A person present at the death
A person taking care of funeral arrangements
A person living in or responsible for the dwelling where the
death occurred
A person finding the body or a person taking charge of the body

What is needed to register a death?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Medical certificate of cause of death
Full name and surname of your child
Date and place of birth
Date and place of death and home address
In the case of a child of married parents, the full name and
occupation of the father
If the parents are not married, the full name and
occupation of the mother
Name and address of the GP

Following registration the registrar will provide:
•
•

GRO21 (a form which permits burial or cremation)
Form 36 (form required by Social Security Agency regarding
benefits)
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There is no charge for registering a death, but it is recommended
that you buy a number of certified copies of the death certificate,
as some agencies will require a copy as proof of the death (see
People/Organisations to tell, Page 10).

Property
Personal belongings
If your child died in a place other than home (e.g. hospital) collecting
any personal belongings can be a difficult experience. You may
choose to take everything with you before you leave or to return at a
later date, which can be organised with the department staff.
Things to return
There may be equipment to be returned from your family home.
The appropriate health professional (e.g. your child’s community
children’s nurse or occupational therapist) will arrange for the
removal of equipment such as electric beds, hoists and patient
records. They will also advise you about the safe return of unused
medications to the local chemist.
Funeral Arrangements
You may have little experience of organising a funeral and may find
this very difficult. Unless there are religious or cultural reasons for
holding the funeral quickly, you can take the time you need to make
sure the funeral is arranged in the way that you wish. It is possible
to make all the arrangements yourself or you can ask a funeral
director to take care of everything that needs to be done. Most
funeral directors are available 7 days a week and provide a 24-hour
on-call service. Funeral directors provide support with the practical
arrangements and will work closely with you to arrange the kind of
funeral you want. They can also help you if you need to purchase a
grave, make an insertion into a newspaper and organise flowers.
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If you have a spiritual advisor or faith representative, they will help
you plan and prepare for the funeral and can provide emotional and
spiritual support. You may have had a chance to talk with your
child about the kind of funeral he or she would like. You can have
readings, poems and music that have a particular significance for
you and your child. You may wish to have a photograph of your
child displayed at the service.
Other children
If you have other children; and if they are prepared for what to
expect and are offered choices, they are usually able to decide if
they wish to see their brother or sister after death and if they want
to attend the funeral. It may be helpful for them to put a favourite
toy, a letter or a photograph into the coffin. Although it is sometimes
felt that a child is too young to understand what is happening, it
is surprising the contribution he or she can make when given the
opportunity to be involved.
Studies have shown that involving the siblings at the time of their
brother or sister’s death may improve their ability to cope.
Costs
Funerals can be costly. Some assistance may be available from
your local Social Security office for those in receipt of the qualifying
benefits. You can ask your social worker or funeral director for more
information. You can also contact the Social Security Bereavement
Service on 0800 0852463. They can provide advice on your
entitlement to benefits or financial help.
Support available
At the time of your child’s death, the doctor will usually have discussed
the circumstances with you, but you may not have been able to
remember all that was said. You may wish to re-visit the ward or
department to speak with the medical or nursing staff. It is advisable to
pre-arrange this. However, you may find it too difficult to visit the place
where your child has died, but still wish to speak to your consultant,
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please feel free to contact a member of staff who cared for your child
(refer to the details inside the front cover of this booklet) if this is the
case and alternative contact arrangements can be made.
You may have a follow-up appointment with your consultant. If you
wish to change this appointment because you require an earlier
one, or because you do not feel ready to speak to your consultant
yet, please contact the ward manager or consultant’s secretary to
rearrange this (please see booklet ‘Supporting you and your family
when your child has died in hospital – Grief and bereavement’ for
further details of support organisations).

People and organisations to tell
A number of people and organisations may need to be informed that
your child has died. This list will help you determine the relevant
people to notify – not all will apply in every case. A family member
or close friend can help.
Early contact will help avoid the distress of letters, phone calls and
supplies/equipment continuing in the weeks and months ahead.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Other healthcare professionals (for example optician, dentist,
podiatrist)
Provider of medical aids /equipment/supplies
Social security agency – regarding disability allowance, carers
allowance, child benefit and child tax credit
Motability
Road service, regarding disabled person’s badge
Pre-school/school/college
Bank/building society/post office/credit union
Passport office
Mobile phone company
Translink, regarding a travel pass
Solicitor (particularly if the child is named in your will)
Any relevant insurance companies
Season ticket issuers
Catalogue companies
Contact the www.the-bereavement-register.org.uk to stop all
unsolicited/junk mail
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Useful Contacts
Registrars’ offices
The telephone numbers of local Registrars’ offices are listed in
Yellow Pages under ‘Registration of Births, Deaths and Marriages’,
or can also be found via www.nidirect.gov.uk under Government,
citizens and rights/Death and bereavement.
Funeral Directors
Details of local funeral directors can be found in Yellow Pages or
via www.nafd.org.uk
Benefits
All the telephone numbers of the benefits offices you will need are
listed in The Phone Book in the Business Listings section under
‘Government Offices – Benefits and Pensions’.
www.nidirect.gov.uk is the official government website for Northern
Ireland and has a very helpful section, ‘Death and bereavement’,
which includes information on what to do after a death. This
bereavement section is within ‘Government, citizens and rights’.
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Our Vision

To deliver excellent integrated
services in partnership with
our community

If you would like to give feedback on
any of our services please contact:
Email: user.feedback@northerntrust.hscni.net
Telephone: 028 9442 4655
Northern Health and Social Care Trust
@NHSCTrust
www.northerntrust.hscni.net
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