
Understanding Kids’ 
Reactions to Conversations 
About Cancer

This resource was adapted from a blog post about how to discuss a parent’s cancer diagnosis with children. 
To read the full blog post, visit nbcf.org/kidsreactions

Children respond to difficult news differently depending on their age, development, and personality. Here are 
some common reactions kids may have after cancer or other conversations, what they might mean, and what 
you can do to support them.

Curiosity
Being curious and trying to make sense of things is very normal. Your job is to answer their questions with 
age-appropriate honesty. And remember, “I don’t know” is also an honest answer. You can always say you’ll 
find out together, or that you’ll follow up once you know more.

Reflection
Some children need time to absorb and digest the information. If they get quiet or seem to distance 
themselves from the conversation, they may be showing you that they’re processing. Your job is to acknowledge 
their needs, remind them that you’re here if and when they want to talk more, and stay consistent.

Seemingly Unfazed
Some children act as if nothing has happened, which can be surprising to parents. Not every child feels 
rattled by information about cancer, nor do they all want to talk about it right away. That doesn’t mean they 
don’t care. Your ongoing presence will remind them it’s okay to revisit the topic.

Emotive
Some children will have big reactions such as crying, running away, or melting down. When children express 
strong emotions, they’re often telling you that they feel safe enough to show you how they feel. Your job is 
to be present, validate their emotions, and stay with them as they move through it.

Avoider
Some children may change the subject completely. This is usually a signal that they’ve hit their emotional 
limit for now. Your job is to acknowledge that it’s hard and remind them that the topic is okay to return to 
when they’re ready. In the meantime, stay connected through their interests to build trust and comfort.

Fixer 
Some kids try to make sense of things or offer ways to “fix” what’s happening. When children jump into 
problem-solving mode, they’re often searching for control. Your job is to help them distinguish what’s within 
their control, what’s not, and what their role can be.

To access more free resources for families facing a cancer diagnosis, visit nbcf.org/parents
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