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The childôs perspective

ü Children learn from what theyôre told and what they observe

ü Witnessing a parentôs illness can have a profound impact on how 
they make sense of their lives

ü It influences their hopes and expectations of the future

ü Children have to find a way of balancing awareness of their parentôs 
illness with their own needs:

¸ School-work

¸ Play

¸ Social development

ü There are long-lasting affects if needs go unmet:
¸ Attachment problems

¸ Poor social development

¸ Impact on learning and cognitive development

¸ Low self-esteem



Family-focused care

ü A developmental perspective: think about childrenôs needs in relation to 
their age and developmental stage

ü Childrenôs communication skills change as they develop, as do their 
conceptualisations of illness and death

ü A family-life cycle perspective: consider how the illness is affecting the 
development of family life

ü Parenting skills may be compromised my the experience of illness

ü Encourage parents to include their children through good 
communication and information sharing

ü Children who are involved more and are given appropriate information 
are less likely to be depressed and anxious

ü Itôs not all about words! Play and non-verbal communication are 
important too



What makes a child vulnerable?

ü Research at The Royal Marsden Hospital with children aged 6-17 of  breast 
cancer patients

(Watson et al, 2006)

ü The children had high rates of emotional and behavioural problems 
compared to non-clinical samples

ü Poor family functioning predicts problems, in particular:

¸ where parentsô emotional involvement is intrusive

¸ where problem-solving is not shared

¸ where families lack cohesion

¸ where communication is restricted

ü Depression in mothers has a significant (p<.001) negative impact on both 
emotional and behavioural problems in their children across child age group 
and child gender



What makes a child vulnerable?

ü Mothers and fathers underestimate problems

ü Indicators of risk,  include:

¸ pre-existing family problems

¸ parents with psychological difficulties, notably 

depression



Piloting a service at RMH

ü 2 years initial funding to develop a service working 

directly with parents and families

ü Not individual child support but a parent-centred model

ü Liaising with external agencies, such as schools and 

CAMHS

ü Teaching across the RMH and the School of Nursing

ü Research and creating information for parents

ü Organisational interventions include:

¸ Guidelines on children visiting

¸ Collecting data on dependent children at registration 


