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Talking With Your Children [1]
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If a family member has cancer or is concerned about someone else with cancer, children often
sense that something is wrong, even if they don't know what it is. Although it may be challenging,
talking with your children about the cancer diagnosis in words that they can understand is better
than hiding it. Avoiding the topic may lead children to believe that the situation may be worse
than what it is and create feelings of confusion and fear. Remember that children may overhear
conversations between adults and worry more if they feel that important news is being withheld
from them. As you talk with your children, listen to their concerns and answer their questions to
the best of your ability.
Tips for talking with your children
Tell them about the illness. Although cancer is complicated, there are appropriate ways to
discuss it with children. For example, it is usually enough to tell very young children, ?I am very
sick, so I am going to the hospital for special medicine.? For older children, a more detailed
explanation is better. The more they understand the less helpless and afraid they are likely to
feel. Find out more about how a child understands cancer [3].
Name the illness. You may be tempted to avoid using the word ?cancer.? However, using that
term gives your children specific information about your diagnosis that reduces confusion and
misunderstanding.
Practice your explanation in advance. Remaining as calm as possible while talking to children
about a cancer diagnosis allows them a chance to ask questions and express their feelings.
Consider practicing the conversation with a trusted loved one who can give you feedback on your
tone and choice of words. Your explanation should focus on addressing your children's questions
and worries.
Address feelings of guilt. Younger children are more likely to feel responsible for the illness.
Reassure them that nothing they or anyone else did caused the cancer.
Explain that cancer is not contagious. Most children first experience sickness when they get a
cold, and they often hear adults say that they caught the illness from another person. They need

to understand that cancer is not contagious. Reassure them that it is safe for them to be with you
or the person with cancer and that they are safe.
Try to balance optimism with realism. Telling your children that you will be fine will make them
more confused and upset if your health does not improve. Offer a realistic but hopeful
assessment of the situation, and focus on the steps that you are taking to treat the cancer. For
example, telling your children that you are ?working hard with your doctors to get better?
accurately sums up the situation without false promises.
Keep in touch with your children. If you are in the hospital for an extended time, your children
may think that you don't want to be at home with them. Staying in touch will help reassure them
that the illness does not affect how much you love them. Making a daily phone call from the
hospital, having a relative deliver a note, sending a text or e-mail message, and staying in touch
in other creative ways may reassure your children of your love. If they are used to you reading to
them each night, record yourself reading some of their favorite books so they can listen to at
home to maintain a sense of their previous routine.
Take their feelings seriously. Children have many different reactions when they learn that a
parent has cancer. These feelings often include anger, sadness, guilt, fear, confusion, and
frustration. All of these responses are normal. Let them know that it is okay for them to have
many different feelings and that you have many of the same feelings, too.
Welcome questions. Let your children know that they are free to ask any question. Be honest,
and don't be afraid to say, "I don't know." You may tell your children, "I don't know the answer,
but I will ask the doctor at my next appointment and get back to you on that." For children, the
amount of information you give them is usually less important than making them feel comfortable
with the situation.
Help your children understand treatment. Children often fear the unknown. Give an ageappropriate explanation of the treatment process. Remember that children may confuse the side
effects of treatment with the symptoms or signs of the cancer. For example, they may think that
chemotherapy is bad because it has side effects such as fatigue, nausea, and vomiting. Explain
that, although the treatment may have some difficult side effects, it is ultimately working to help
you get better.
Prepare them for the physical side effects of treatment. Cancer and cancer treatment may
affect your appearance. Physical changes such as hair or weight loss may frighten children or
make them think that you have changed. Explain potential physical changes before they occur so
that they are prepared. For example, you might say, ?Because I am sick, I may lose weight, and
my hair may fall out. But, don't worry, my hair will grow back. And I will always be the same
mommy on the inside.?
Talk about anticipated changes in the family routine. Try to keep your children's routines as
consistent as possible, but acknowledge that some things will be different. For example, let them
know if a neighbor will be picking them up from soccer practice or if there will be times when you
will not be sleeping at home when you are in the hospital getting treatment.
Let children help, but don't burden them with responsibility. Let your children know that they

can help in many ways: running an errand, getting you a glass of water, or performing another
age-appropriate task. These are a few ways you can help empower your child during this time.
However, don't burden them with too much responsibility. It is stressful having someone being
sick in the family. Your children will need lots of time to play, relax, and enjoy their childhood.
This is especially important to consider when talking with your teenagers [4], who need to
maintain their friendships and pursue their interests. Asking them to spend too much time caring
for younger siblings may increase their stress levels. It is important that children know that they
can still talk about what else is going on in their lives (at school and with friends) with you.
Be prepared to discuss death. Although it is difficult and sad, it is important to be prepared to
discuss death with your children. You may want to consult with a trained counselor or clergy
member first. Consider your child's age when discussing death. Preschoolers, for instance, do
not understand that death is final. In general, by age 10, children begin to understand that death
is the end of life. Try to use clear, specific terms; avoid euphemisms such as ?passing away?,
?sleeping forever? or ?put to sleep? because children may confuse sleep with death and fear
that they may die in their sleep or that you would wake up from death. In addition, remember that
it may take a long time for children to fully understand and accept such loss.
Consider counseling. To appropriately address children's unique needs and their
developmental stage, many people with cancer consult with counseling professionals soon after
they are diagnosed. Such counseling can help parents break the news, manage their children's
reactions, and reassure their family that they are doing everything possible to get better but that
they will need their family's help and support. Some parents may also benefit from talking with a
counselor who has training in child development. Ask your doctor or nurse about the resources
available at your treatment center and in your local community. Learn more about the benefits of
counseling [5].
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