33. Relationship with Children
One of the most distressing tasks for any parent (or other relative) with cancer is having to tell their children that
they have a life-threatening illness. It is even more distressing when children must be told to prepare themselves
for the death of their parent. Given the enormity of the news they have to convey, many parents worry about
damaging their children by saying the wrong thing, at the wrong time, and in the wrong way. This is particularly the
case for single parents who may have no one to talk these issues through with. Parents often imagine that unless
they ‘get it right’, their children will be emotionally scarred for the rest of their lives. First, it is important to state
that parents know their children better than any ‘expert’ could. Therefore parents’ judgements about what is the
right thing to do for their children should be supported and encouraged.

How can I manage my relationship with my children?
1. It can be helpful to consider what and why you want to tell your children about the illness. What is it you feel

they should know? It can be a good idea to rehearse what it is you want to say, as well as anticipate what they are
likely to say and do in response. If you are worried about getting upset in front of your children rest assured that it
is not harmful to them. If the children have more than one parent, you should try as parents to be consistent with
one another.
2. Start by asking the child what he or she understands about what has been happening. The child may well know
you have been ill. You can then correct any misunderstandings as well as gently bring the child up-to-date with the
current situation.
3. Think about the age of the child. A very young child's beliefs about illness may be quite limited, while an older
child may already have picked up some powerful associations of what cancer ‘means'. Younger children will tend to
worry about the safety of the family, their own security, and whether or not they are to blame for the illness. They
should be very clearly reassured about this. Older children are more likely to be concerned about the impact of the
illness on their own lives. Adolescent children often feel conflict between wanting to support the ill parent and
wanting to continue to develop their independent life away from the family (consequently feeling guilty when they
are not at home).
4. Try to be guided by your child's reactions. Make the illness manageable for the child by not presenting it as a
tragedy. Break the news a little at a time. The attention span of young children is short so long-winded explanations
are unhelpful. Smaller chunks of information are better. The child should be given ample time to react and say what
they feel. If a child withdraws, it may be a sign that they have had enough for the moment. You could suggest
returning to the conversation whenever the child feels ready to know more.
5. Use simple unambiguous language so as to avoid misunderstanding. For example, saying that one may have to
‘lose’ a breast can be confusing to a young child who is accustomed to losing things all the time. Either demonstrate
using your body, or use suitable media according to the child's age: e.g. perhaps toys or pictures with a very young
child to demonstrate the loss of a breast.
6. Use the term ‘cancer’ because, by using it, the word becomes less powerful. If the child is in school, explain a few
of the basic facts about cancer so that if he or she later hears the word used on the playground they will be better
equipped to separate fact from fiction. For example, parents should make it clear that cancer is not contagious, that
there are many different types of cancer, and that not everyone dies from it, etc.
7. While being open and honest with one's child is important, it is essential to balance this with the child's other
needs. Children don't need to be told about every follow-up test that you undergo or the results of your blood
tests. It may be more helpful to discuss the disease with your child only when there is something definite to report
that has implications for them.
8. Feel free to reassure your child that, no matter what happens, they will always be safe and loved.
9. Warn your child about the side-effects of treatment: hair loss, nausea, fatigue. Children sometimes worry that
these are signs that the parent is becoming more ill rather than being the effects of treatment. Explain that while
you are undergoing treatment, things around the home may be different, and that family members may be a bit
more emotional than usual.
10. Ask your child if they have any questions of their own. If they have a direct question always answer it rather
than skirt around it. If you are unsure about the answer it is better to say “I don’t know but I’ll try to find out” than
to guess or lie. Avoiding difficult questions merely fuels the child’s fears.
11. Keep your child focused on the normal activities of their lives rather than your illness. It is essential that your
child's developmental needs are not ignored or neglected. In this way they will continue to feel loved and secure.
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Local Resources:
Resource

Contact Details

Balloons (Exeter, East, North and Mid Devon) Will discuss referrals from South Hams too. Do pre and post bereavement work with children age 3 to 24 yrs for loss of
any significant other.
Children and Families in Grief (FIG) Paignton
Jeremiah’s Journey
A charity for grieving children, young people and their
families in Plymouth and surrounding areas.
Stepping Stones- offers group sessions to children who
have a parent with a terminal illness
Penhaligons Friend
Provides service as above for families living in
Cornwall
Livewell South West: Panic
This workshop aims to break down some of the myths
surrounding panic and help you to manage your panic
attacks.
Mindfulness
Mindfulness practice can help you develop the ability to
deal with life’s pressures. Mindfulness meditation is a
skill you can develop and a form of self-awareness training that helps you get to know yourself more fully, think
more clearly and in the present moment.
Managing Anxiety
This one hour workshop provides information on the
psychological and physical symptoms of anxiety and
strategies to manage this including breathing, goal
setting and cognitive behaviour therapy
Managing Low Mood
This one hour workshop provides information on the
psychological symptoms of low mood as well as providing strategies to manage this
Managing Stress
This one hour workshop introduces the symptoms of
stress and how the body responds, and provides simple
strategies to manage this
Sleep Feel, Feel Well
Introduces ways to support restful sleep
Mustard Tree Cancer Support &
Triangle Drop In Centres
Ask questions, share concerns, offers a range of services
including benefits advice.
Support, advice and information for cancer patients and
their carers
Bobtails & Primrose Support Group for Children whose
parents or Grandparents are affected by Breast Cancer
An opportunity for the children to play and have fun and
the parents & Grandparents to sit and have a cup of tea
and a chat with others who understand what they are
going through.
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www.jeremiahsjourney.org.uk
01752 424348

www.penhaligonsfriends.org.uk
01209 210624
Livewell South West:
To book a place on any of the 1 hour workshops
please call:
Tel: 01752 435419 or
Email: plymouthoptions@nhs.net

Mustard Tree, Derriford Hospital:
Monday to Friday from 9am to 5pm 01752
430060/01752 431468
Kingsbridge: Tuesdays 10am to 4pm 01548 852349
Liskeard: Thursdays 10am to 4pm 01579 373500
Tavistock: Fridays 10am to 4pm 01822 615935
https://www.plymouthhospitals.nhs.uk/mustard-tree
For more information please contact Maddy from the
Primrose Foundation on madeleine@primrosefoundation.org or call (01752)
975217. Please note that this is not a drop in session

Local Resources continued:
Other Resources

Your GP, Oncology Doctor, Specialist Nurse, District
Nurse, Occupational Therapist or Physiotherapist.

National Resources:
Resource

Contact Details

Hopesupport.org.uk
Available to anyone aged 11-25 when a close family
member is diagnosed with a life-threatening illness—
such as cancer.
Marie Curie Cancer Care
Have information designed for children,
as well as general support and information

www.mariecurie.org.uk/whatwedo/patient-carerinformation/childrens-information
www.mariecurie.org.uk
0800 634 4520
www.riprap.org.uk

Riprap
A website designed for teenagers with a parent that has
cancer. It offers information, advice and support.
Winston’s wish
A charity that supports children with seriously ill siblings
or parents and has information and advice
Macmillan Cancer Support
Provide comprehensive advice and information on all
aspects of cancer.

www.winstonswish.org.uk

www.macmillan.org.uk
0808 808 0000 (Mon-Fri, 9am-8pm)

Further Information:
Macmillan Cancer Support booklets: – available free
from the Mustard Tree Cancer Support Centre
Talking about your cancer
How are you feeling?
Talking to children when an adult has cancer

Marie Curie Leaflets: available free from
www.mariecurie.org.uk
Talking to children when someone close is very ill
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