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Our passion

• Understanding the experiences of, and devising ways to support, all
family members

• The family as the unit of care 

• Minimising the negative impacts of a childhood cancer diagnosis, so that 
families can thrive



Key messages 

• Trust your parenting instincts – you know your child/children better than 
anyone else 

• Children are resilient and ‘good enough’ parenting is good enough

AND AT THE SAME TIME

• It’s is okay to feel out of your depth and to seek help when you need it



– feel forgotten/passed off

– jealous of patient’s attention

– guilt

– helplessness & loss of control

– sadness & anger

– mild somatic symptoms

– acting out/negative-attention seeking

– positive impacts e.g. increased closeness with unwell sibling/other 
family members, sense of meaning and purpose  



– Anxieties and worries will be different depending on the child’s stage of 
development

e.g. Will I get sick too?

e.g. Is cancer contagious? 

e.g. Did I cause my brother/sister to get sick? 

e.g. Did I do something wrong? 

– Feelings of responsibility/guilt/fault in children who are stem cells donors 
for their siblings 



• Siblings of children affected by 

chronic illness are at-risk for ongoing 

mental health concerns into 

adulthood1,2

• But this is only a small proportion of 

siblings, and the right support can 

reduce the risk

The impact on siblings

1. O' Brien, I., et al. (2009). "Impact of childhood chronic illnesses on siblings: a literature review." Br J Nurs 18(22): 1358, 1360-1355.

2. Knecht, C., et al. (2015). "The Perspective of Siblings of Children With Chronic Illness: A Literature Review." Journal of pediatric nursing 30(1): 102-

116.



Our own research tells us:

• Some siblings aren’t 

getting the support they 

need to cope with the 

challenges of their brother 

or sister’s illness

• Siblings report two areas 
of need

1. Connecting with other siblings of 
children with chronic illness 

• Siblings report that they need to know 
they are not alone and need the support 
of other siblings who understand and 
share their circumstances

2. Connecting with their parents

• Communicating how they feel in a 
supportive, productive environment with 
caregivers

• Good family communication and support are 
consistent predictors of sibling wellbeing

Needs of siblings



• Parents often report feeling worried, overwhelmed 

and unsure about how to support siblings

• Parents may perceive that they don’t possess the 

‘right’ communication and supportive skills to guide 

their children through the cancer experience 

Needs of parents



A new program: Sibs-Online

1. Address issues unique to being 
the sibling of a child with a 
chronic illness

2. Allow siblings to meet and 
interact with other siblings who 
understand

3. Improve family communication



Skills and strategies

• Predictability and maintenance of siblings’ routine (where possible)

• Maintain expectations of behaviour and boundaries (flexibly) 

• One-on-one time with siblings (where possible; separation from parent/s 
may be a reality during some phases of treatment)  

• Support siblings to keep up their activities, interests and see their friends 
(call on your support networks to assist with this, where possible) 

• Be open to any forms of help from your support network 



Connection & communication 

• Secrecy can make situations scarier for children

• Age-appropriate conversations 

• ‘Open the door’ to discussing siblings’ feelings/experiences

- Validate: It makes sense that you would feel that way

- Provide corrective information: There is nothing that you did that made 
your brother sick 

• If no/limited response, keep the door open 

- It sounds like that’s hard to talk about right now. Let’s try again tomorrow. 

- We can always make time to talk about how you are feeling.



Resources 

• Talk with your child’s hospital social worker or psychologist

• Talk with your GP (Referral to a psychologist? Mental health care plan?) 

• Community organisations:

- CanTeen: https://www.canteen.org.au/young-people/sibling-cancer

- RedKite: https://www.redkite.org.au/resource/my-sibling-has-cancer/

• Cancer Council: ‘Talking to Kids About Cancer’

• https://www.cancer.org.au/assets/pdf/talking-to-kids-about-cancer-a-guide-for-
people-with-cancer-their-families-and-friends

https://www.canteen.org.au/young-people/sibling-cancer
https://www.redkite.org.au/resource/my-sibling-has-cancer/
https://www.cancer.org.au/assets/pdf/talking-to-kids-about-cancer-a-guide-for-people-with-cancer-their-families-and-friends


Remember 

• Children are resilient 

• Self-kindness

It is impossible for me to meet everyone’s needs 100% of the 
time

I’m doing the best I can in a very difficult situation 

• Reflect on your family’s strengths

• Know when to seek your own support 



THANK YOU!

Questions?

Contact details: b.mcgill@unsw.edu.au

Visit our website: https://www.behaviouralsciencesunit.org/
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