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Talking to children and teens about cancer 
 

Talking to children and teenagers about a diagnosis of advanced breast cancer can 
be challenging. We have some tips to help you through the conversation.  

• Why talking can help 
• The benefits of talking 
• The effects on not talking 
• Preparing to tell your children 
• Who should tell your children 
• How to tell your children 
• Having the conversation 
• Who else needs to know about your cancer 
• Where else can you find help 
• How we can help 

Why talking can help 

Trying to protect children from difficult news, worry and distress is natural. You may have 
concerns that delay or stop you explaining what is happening. 

You may feel it will bring home the reality of the situation, when you are still struggling to 
come to terms with it yourself. But not explaining what is happening may make them feel 
more vulnerable. 

Children often know when something serious is affecting the family and people they are 
close to. It is important to give them the chance to talk openly about their fears and worries. 

The benefits of talking 

There are many benefits to being open and involving children and teenagers: 

• Knowing what is going on may make them feel more secure and less anxious. 
• It gives them permission to talk – they can ask questions; say how they feel and talk 

openly to you. 
• It shows you trust them and that you do not feel you need to guard what you say all 

the time. 
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• It can make you all feel closer – your children can help support you, and you can help 
support them. 

• It might help them cope better with difficult situations in life. 

The effects of not talking 

Wanting to protect children from difficult news is natural. But if you do not talk to them, 
they may: 

• feel frightened because they do not know what is going on 
• feel alone with lots of worries and no one to talk to 
• worry that something they have done or thought has caused the cancer 
• think they are not important enough to be included 
• imagine something worse than the reality 
• misunderstand situations and get the wrong idea about what is happening. 

Preparing to tell your children 

You will probably need time to cope with your own feelings before talking to your children. 
You might want to speak to your nurse specialist or a psychologist or counsellor before 
talking to your children. Try to talk to them before they pick up on things and start to worry. 

Be as prepared as you can. Make sure you have all the information you need and that you 
understand it. You may want to think about the questions a child might ask and the words 
you will use to explain things. 

Who should tell them? 

If you are a two-parent family, it is usually best to tell your children with the both parents 
present. But this can depend on how you usually talk as a family. 

If you are a single parent, you may feel able to, and want to do it on your own. Or you could 
do it with someone close who your child knows and trusts. You could also ask your nurse 
specialist or a psychologist or counsellor to be there. 

Even if you are not doing the telling, you may want to be there so you know what is being 
said and how the child has reacted. However, some parents do prefer not to be there 
themselves. You should do whatever feels right to you. 

Choosing the right time and place 

There may be places where you and your children feel more able to talk. Make sure it is 
somewhere they will feel able to express their feelings. 
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If you have more than one child, it is best to tell them together if you can. This prevents 
them feeling like their siblings know more than them. If you are telling them separately, do 
it as close together as possible. Some children may wonder why they were told last. 

Try to avoid only telling the older children, as this can place a burden on them. 

How to tell your children 

As a parent, you are the expert when it comes to your child. You know the best way of 
communicating with them, how they might react and what support they will need. Here are 
some things to think about: 

• See the first conversation as a starting point – it is the beginning of an ongoing 
process of gradually giving your children small, relevant pieces of information and 
reassurance. 

• Allow the conversation to be directed by your children’s reactions and the questions 
they ask. 

• Listen and keep it as open as you can. 
• Try asking questions that encourage them to express what they are thinking, rather 

than a one word or two-word reply. 

Being honest 

It is best to be honest with children. If they think you are being vague or hiding something, 
they may find it hard to believe they are being told the truth. Do not make things sound less 
serious than they are. 

It is fine to say you don’t know if you cannot answer all their questions. Tell them you will 
try to find out and will tell them when you know. 

Teenagers may react differently from younger children or adults when they are told a 
parent has cancer. They may ask for more information about the diagnosis and what it 
means for family life. They may also need more time to work through their feelings. 

Having the conversation 

You will need to use words your children will understand. These will vary depending on their 
ages. Here are some tips to help you through the conversation: 

• Find out what they know and explain anything they have misunderstood. 
• Use simple, clear language and short sentences. 
• Keep information relevant to the current situation, rather than things that may 

happen in the future. 
• Be prepared for them to react in their own way, and ask them if there is anything 

else they want to know. 
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• Explain how their lives and routines may be affected. 
• Repeat the information for younger children, especially those under seven, as they 

may not take it all in or understand. 

Explaining cancer 

Children need some information about the name of the cancer, where it is in the body and 
how it will be treated. 

Teenagers in particular may look for information about cancer on the internet. You may 
want to guide them with some suggestions on where to look (see below). 

Teenagers may know what cancer is from experience. They may have been taught about it 
at school or have a friend with cancer. You could talk to them about what they know if you 
think that would help. 

Important points to tell them 

Children, particularly those under 10 years old, often worry about things like causing the 
cancer or catching it. Children need reassurance that: 

• nothing they did or thought caused the cancer 
• cancer is not like a cold and you cannot catch it – it is okay to sit close, hug or kiss 
• there will always be someone to take care of them 
• they can always ask you questions and talk to you about how they feel 
• you will listen to their worries and try to help them cope. 

Children’s understanding and emotional reactions can depend on how old they are. They 
are usually able to understand more about illness as they get older, but this depends on the 
child. 

Children with learning disabilities 

Children with learning disabilities can find change hard. Remember to explain any possible 
changes in routines and prepare them for any physical changes that you might go through. It 
is likely that they will cope better with the changes if you are honest with them. 

Skylight has more good information on helping children prepare for change. 

Who else needs to know about your cancer 

You will usually want to tell your close family and other adults who your children know and 
trust. 

https://www.skylight.org.nz/
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It can be helpful to have a conversation with your children about who else needs to know, 
for example a teacher, club leaders or their friends’ parents. Older children may have strong 
feelings about who should or should not know. 

It is a good idea to let nursery or school teachers and the school nurse know. It will mean 
that they can be sensitive to your child’s needs, and will help them understand any unusual 
or difficult behaviour. 

At school, college or university 

If you have an older child or teenager, they may not want to be seen as different from their 
friends. But it is important that certain people know and can be there to support them if 
they need it. Teenagers may be facing exams or coursework at school, college or university. 
Teachers or staff can offer support, and they may notice issues or behaviours that are not 
always apparent at home. 

Where can you find more support? 

There are a number of organisations set up to help families when you have cancer and there 
is concern for the children within it. Your Support Coordinator can help guide you to them 
or you may want to look up the following organisations for additional support and advice. 

• Kenzie’s Gift – has resources and counselling available for children facing cancer in a 
family member 

• CanTeen – has resources that will be useful for any teenagers facing cancer in a 
family member 

• Skylight – numerous resources for children and teenagers experiencing loss and 
bereavement (not just for after the loss) 

• Cloud workshop – art workshops for children based in Auckland. 
• The Grief Centre, based in Auckland has therapists based all around the country. 

Fees are based on what families can afford and it is available for anyone facing grief 
or loss of any kind. When someone is diagnosed with cancer, whether it is seen as 
incurable or not, there are a number of losses associated with this – it may be a loss 
of income, a loss of life as you knew it, a loss of the future you had planned with 
your family, as well as a loss of good health. For the children in your life, these losses 
also impact them so talking with a professional at The Grief Centre can be useful for 
you all. 

• Kidsline provide a 24/7 helpline for children and young people 

How we can help 

Call 0800 11 22 77 to speak to member services or call/email your Support Coordinator 
directly. You can also talk to your Support Coordinator about our Family Time Service for 
families with children/grandchildren under the age of 18 

https://www.kenziesgift.com/
https://www.canteen.org.nz/
https://www.skylight.org.nz/
https://cloudworkshop.co.nz/
http://www.griefcentre.org.nz/
http://www.kidsline.org.nz/
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