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TIPS FOR FAMILIES 
WITH KIDS 
Receiving a cancer diagnosis is hard, and figuring 
out how to manage everything when you have kids 
at home can add to the challenge. 

Below are some tips to help you and your children 
cope with your diagnosis. Learn how to talk about 
your cancer with children, how to ease their 
concerns and more.

TALKING ABOUT YOUR DIAGNOSIS
Talking to children about your cancer diagnosis can be tough. You may worry about scaring your 
child. However, even young kids understand what’s going on around them. Being honest about your 
diagnosis and helping children express their emotions will make them feel more safe and secure. 
Here are a few tips to help get the conversation started. 

•	 Prepare for the conversation. 
o  Gather information and think about what you want to share.  
o  Think about the best place and time to talk with your kids.  
o  Practice what you want to say.

•	 Provide accurate, age-appropriate information.
o  Don’t be afraid to use the word “cancer.”
o  Show your children where the cancer is on your body.

•	 Explain your cancer treatment plan and how this will affect their lives.
o  Prepare your kids for possible physical changes, like hair loss, weight loss and fatigue.
o  Assure your children that their needs will continue to be met.
o  Encourage them to ask questions, and answer those questions as accurately as possible. 

•	 Reassure your children.
o  Explain that they did not cause your cancer.
o  Encourage them to share their feelings with you and other members of your support system.

•	 Always show your children love and affection.

o  Explain that they can’t “catch” cancer from another person.



CHANGES IN YOUR APPEARANCE
Cancer treatment can cause physical changes like hair loss, weight gain or loss, fatigue and physical 
disability, all of which can come as a shock to children. How you react to your hair loss and other 
appearance changes will affect your children’s reaction. 
Providing information in advance and sharing your feelings will make it easier for kids to accept these 
changes and to share their feelings. Try these tips to succeed.

•	 Explain the basic facts about your treatment and possible side effects. Use age-appropriate 
language they can understand. 

•	 Reassure your kids these changes are temporary side effects.

•	 Share your feelings regarding hair loss and other changes to your appearance. 

•	 Consider your child’s age. Reactions will likely be different according to this. Younger children 
are often better able to adapt to appearance changes once they’re explained and normalized. 
Teenagers often do anything to avoid embarrassment, so they may need extra sensitivity.

•	 Explain that side effects don’t mean you’re getting sicker. Side effects happen because 
treatment is strong, not because your cancer is getting worse.  

HELPING CHILDREN COPE WITH THEIR EMOTIONS
Children react to a parent’s cancer diagnosis in different ways. They may feel confused, scared, guilty 
and/or angry. Although many children can cope with a parent’s cancer diagnosis with resilience and 
strength, some have problems, such as being unable to sleep, bed-wetting, depression or acting out. 
Use these strategies to help your kids cope with your diagnosis.

•	 Talk with your children about your diagnosis and treatment so you can address their 
concerns. If you leave your cancer to your children’s imaginations, they’re vulnerable to their 
fears and may become unnecessarily worried.

•	 Let other adults in your children’s lives know about your cancer. These people include 
teachers, coaches, school counselors, social workers, neighbors and other relatives who can 
spend quality time with your kids. Let the adults know what and how much you’re telling your 
children about your diagnosis and treatment.

•	 Encourage your children to express their feelings and concerns with people they trust.

YOU MAY NEED EXTRA HELP IF YOUR CHILD: 
•	 Cries a lot or cannot be comforted
•	 Has mood swings, or increased  

anger or aggression 
•	 Has difficulties sleeping

•	 Has changes in appetite or difficulty 
concentrating

•	 Begins struggling in school or getting  
lower grades

If your child displays one or two of these symptoms, you may want to talk or spend special 
time with him or her to find out what’s going on and offer support. If the problem lasts more 
than a couple weeks, your child may need extra help. 
You can get that help from your child’s pediatrician, school counselor and/or an Enloe Health 
social worker.



DEALING WITH PRACTICAL ISSUES
Cancer treatment can disrupt family roles, traditions and routines, but it’s important for children and 
teens to have a home life that is as normal as possible. 

MAINTAIN FAMILY TIME
•	 Ask friends and family members to help with household chores so you have more  

time to spend with your children.
•	 Make time to talk to your kids about school and any issues they may be having.
•	 Schedule special activities with your children, like a trip to the park or movies when  

you feel up to it. 
•	 Allow your kids to help around the house. This shows you trust and need them. 
•	 Maintain family structure and discipline.

ORGANIZE HELP
Once your family and friends learn of your cancer, they may ask what they can do to help. Others may 
want to help you but may not know how to ask. Asking for and accepting help can reduce stress and 
give you more energy to focus on your kids. Here are some tips to match offers of help with the tasks 
that need to get done. 

•	 Make a list of specific tasks others can do. This might include driving you to treatment 
appointments, going grocery shopping, bringing a meal, mowing the yard, organizing papers, 
picking kids up from school or housekeeping tasks. When someone asks, “What can I do?” be 
ready with options.

•	 Make a list of people who might be able to support you. Use your network of neighbors and 
friends. Sometimes, even strangers go above and beyond to help.

•	 Delegate a friend or family member to organize helpers if you don’t feel comfortable doing 
this or are too tired.

USE TECHNOLOGY TO ORGANIZE HELP
Organizing help doesn’t have to be a chore. There are several free websites that can help you 
communicate with family and friends, create group calendars, post photo albums, and more.

•	 www.lotsahelpinghands.com

•	 www.caringbridge.org

•	 www.sharethecare.org



YOU MAY FIND THESE HELPFUL
TALKING ABOUT CANCER

•	 Kid to Kid: Your Parent Has Cancer 
Go to www.youtube.com and search “kid to kid your parent has cancer.” This great video 
features a young girl explaining cancer in simple terms for young kids.

FOR TEENS 
•	 “My Parent Has Cancer And It Really Sucks” by Maya Silver & Marc Silver 

This book is available for check out at the Enloe Health Health & Wellness Resource Center.

SUPPORT 
•	 “Taking Time: Support for People with Cancer” | Go to www.cancer.gov and search “taking time.” 

You can also call the organization at 1-800-422-6237. 
•	 Cancer Support Community offers online and phone support for cancer patients and caregivers. 

Go to www.cancersupportcommunity.org or call 1-888-793-9355.
•	 Duke Health’s Parenting with Cancer Meet-Up | This event is held on Zoom every third Tuesday 

of the month from 7:30-8:30 p.m. Visit www.dukehealth.org and search “parenting with cancer.”
•	 Duke Health’s KidsCan! Support Group | Meant for kids and teens who have a parent living with 

cancer, meetings are divided by age and occur virtually every quarter.. For more information or to 
register, please call 919-684-4497, email cancersupport@duke.edu, or visit www.dukehealth.org 
and search KidsCan! Support Group.

PROGRAMS FOR CHILDREN & FAMILIES
•	 Resources to help families and children affected by cancer find support through camps and 

retreats | Search “camps for kids whose parents have cancer” on Google.
•	 Camp Kesem | www.campkesem.org | 260-225-3736

NEED ADDITIONAL SUPPORT?  
CONTACT OUR CANCER SUPPORT TEAM.
Enloe Health’s social workers are available at 530-815-8954. They can provide guidance and refer 
you to additional resources if needed.

Free activity boxes for kids and a journal bag for teens living with cancer in the home are available by 
calling the 530-332-3856 or emailing cancersupport@enloe.org.
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