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Why social well-being matters to 

me



There are some significant and common social challenges experienced by childhood 

cancer survivors

BUT

There are also strategies available and things you can do to help your child manage these 

challenges

What I hope you can learn today
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Common social challenges
• Quality and quantity

• Intimate relationships and stable relationships

• Social isolation

• Bullying

Friendships 

• Engaging with academics, teachers, and school community

• Completing school, further training

• Quality of completion, grades and academic performance, absenteeism
Education 

• Job satisfaction

• Career progressionCareer

• Social anxiety

• Separation anxiety

• Negative body image
Mental/internal



Early childhood (0-4y) cancer and social challenges

Significant 

social 

relationships

Specific social issues/

Milestones related to cancer

Parents, family 

and caregivers

• Interrupted or delayed sensory and 

motor processing

• Separation anxiety

• Interrupted, delayed or deficient 

language and communication 

development

Dosman,  et al (2012). Evidence-based milestone ages as a framework for developmental surveillance. Paediatrics & Child Health, 17(10), 561–568



Social solutions for early childhood (0-4y)
• Provide opportunities for social interaction wherever possible

➢ Focus on activities that involve communication and motor skills

• Physical, occupational or speech therapy may help your child develop foundational skills needed for 

participation in social interactions – speak to your healthcare team

• Strategies to help with separation anxiety include:

➢ Let your child take something they love with them to a new place

➢ Practice time apart from your child: start with short separations and increase to longer 

separations

➢ Settle your child into a enjoyable activity before you leave, maintain a happy/relaxed face when 

you leave

o https://raisingchildren.net.au/babies/behaviour/common-concerns/separation-anxiety#helping-

babies-and-children-with-separation-anxiety-nav-title

• Information on early childhood development and cancer: https://together.stjude.org/en-us/for-

families/early-childhood-development.html

https://raisingchildren.net.au/babies/behaviour/common-concerns/separation-anxiety#helping-babies-and-children-with-separation-anxiety-nav-title
https://together.stjude.org/en-us/for-families/early-childhood-development.html


Middle childhood (5-12y) social challenges

Significant social 

relationships

Specific social issues/

Milestones related to cancer

Parents, caregivers, 

teachers and school 

friends

• Delayed or impaired cooperative play

• Difficulties establishing friendship groups

• Communicating with peers: generally and related 

to cancer disclosure

Dosman,  et al (2012). Evidence-based milestone ages as a framework for developmental surveillance. Paediatrics & Child Health, 17(10), 561–568



Social solutions for middle childhood (5-12y)
• With permission from your child’s healthcare team, have them attend school, even if 

only for an hour or two, purely for socialisation rather than academics

• Social skills training - a psychologist or social worker can help you access this:

• Can be done in individual or group setting

• Train specific skills necessary for social interactions with peers and others

➢ Social skills trained include assertiveness, handling teasing and bullying by peers, 

making new friends, cooperation, empathy and conflict resolution

➢ Explicit training: Explain, demonstrate, practice (role play) skill

• Practice communication with peers – you can do this with your child at home:

➢ Help your child create a narrative about themselves and their cancer experience that 

they can rehearse and recite to their peers



Social challenges for adolescence and young adulthood (13-25y)

Significant 

social 

relationships

Specific social issues/

Milestones related to cancer

Peers, partners, 

parents

• Disruption to development of self identity and challenges related to 

identity as a “cancer survivor”

• Delayed transition to living independently/financial independence

• Difficulty entering and maintaining employment/higher education

• Social anxiety

• Difficulty achieving/maintaining intimate relationships

• Communicating with peers: generally and related to cancer disclosure

Warner, et al (2016). Social well‐being among adolescents and young adults with cancer: a systematic review. Cancer, 122(7), 1029-1037.



AYA survivors’ experiences with 

social anxiety

“I’m very hesitant to go to parties where I don’t know many people 

well, even when I know all the people going, I always want to have a 

couple of my close friends there with me. I always worry what I look 

like and if I look attractive, I also constantly compare myself to 

others too when I am talking to people at parties.” – 17 year old 

female survivor

“Well mum says that it [cancer treatment] has changed be, because I’m not 

as confident anymore, which I think yeah, I’m not, that was a big impact…I 

think it’s yeah being self-conscious about things. Maybe people knowing 

[about my cancer history] and me not realising, or people asking questions, 

I think I’m a bit nervous about that. ” – 19 year old female survivor



Social solutions for adolescence and young adulthood

• Connecting with peers with and without cancer

➢ Formal activities (e.g. adventure programs like First Descents): https://firstdescents.org/

➢ Informal or online (e.g. chat groups): https://canteenconnect.org/

➢ Engaging in social media and/or online gaming with friends

• Seeking support from a social worker or psychologist can help to address concerns related 

to social anxiety

• Education and career counselling can help young people develop and/or reconnect with life 

goals during and after cancer treatment:

➢ Canteen: https://www.canteen.org.au/how-we-help/education-career-support

• For issues related to intimacy and sexuality, connecting with a GP, your child’s treating 

oncologist, a social worker or psychologist

https://firstdescents.org/
https://canteenconnect.org/
https://www.canteen.org.au/how-we-help/education-career-support


Other helpful resources
Bullying: https://together.stjude.org/en-us/for-families/school/bullying.html

Educating peers about cancer: https://www.campquality.org.au/how-we-help/services-and-programs/cancer-education-program/

Cancer and school:

➢ https://www.cancer.net/navigating-cancer-care/young-adults-and-teenagers/school-and-work-during-cancer/managing-

school-during-and-after-cancer

➢ https://childrenscancer.canceraustralia.gov.au/living-childrens-cancer/parents/missing-school

Social media and your teenage cancer survivor: https://solariscancercare.org.au/blog/the-social-dilemma-reality-your-teen-faces-

going-on-social-media/

Social anxiety/social phobia: https://www.beyondblue.org.au/the-facts/anxiety/types-of-anxiety/social-phobia

General resources for social issues: https://www.canteen.org.au/young-people/resources

Emotional/behavioural impacts of a diagnosis on children and young people: https://www.cancer.org.au/cancer-information/types-of-

cancer/childhood-cancers/reactions-and-emotions-to-childhood-cancer

https://together.stjude.org/en-us/for-families/school/bullying.html
https://www.campquality.org.au/how-we-help/services-and-programs/cancer-education-program/
https://www.cancer.net/navigating-cancer-care/young-adults-and-teenagers/school-and-work-during-cancer/managing-school-during-and-after-cancer
https://childrenscancer.canceraustralia.gov.au/living-childrens-cancer/parents/missing-school
https://solariscancercare.org.au/blog/the-social-dilemma-reality-your-teen-faces-going-on-social-media/
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/the-facts/anxiety/types-of-anxiety/social-phobia
https://www.canteen.org.au/young-people/resources
https://www.cancer.org.au/cancer-information/types-of-cancer/childhood-cancers/reactions-and-emotions-to-childhood-cancer

