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Who is a Caregiver?

caregiver (KAYR-gih-ver)

A person who gives care to people who need help taking care of themselves. 
Examples include children, the elderly, or patients who have chronic illnesses or are 
disabled. Caregivers may be health professionals, family members, friends, social 
workers, or members of the clergy. They may give care at home or in a hospital or 
other health care setting.

(National Cancer Institute Website, 2019)



Who is a Caregiver?

caregiver (KAYR-gih-ver)

Anyone who provides physical, emotional, financial, spiritual, or even logistical 
support to someone affected by cancer.

(Cancer Support Community, 2017)



Who is a Caregiver?

● 98% provided emotional support

● 96% went with their loved one to medical appointments

● 82% helped with decision-making

● 79% coordinated medical care

● 80% provided transportation

● 74% helped manage finances

(Cancer Support Community, et. al., 2004)





Cancer’s Impact on the Family System

● Person with the diagnosis

● Partner

● Dependent Children & Adult Children

● Parents

● Siblings

● Extended Family

● Close Friend Network



Risk Factors for Families

● Cancer turns up the volume of what is already there--Stress Pileup

○ Mental illness/AODA

○ Additional medical issues

○ Strained relationships

○ Poor family communication 

○ Socioeconomic status and access to resources

○ Financial and workplace stress

○ Support circle (single parent families, little or no family/friends/community) 

○ Low self-esteem 



Protective Factors for Families
● Established sense of trust and belonging

● Strong family and peer bonds

● Healthy communication

● Emotional vocabulary and expression

● Family functionality pre-cancer

● Connection to outside support

● Resilience



Caregiver Specialty Registry Report, 2017
www.CancerSupportCommunity.org

























Challenges of a Parent’s Cancer Diagnosis

● Approximately 1 in 5 cancer patients have dependent children                   
(Weaver, et al., 2010)

● 66% of parents answering a Cancer Support Community survey said that 
their child(ren) did not talk openly with them or share their feelings about 
cancer (2014)

● 25-39% of children may experience adjustment disorders for up to 5 years 
after a parent’s diagnosis (Nelson & While, 2002)



Challenges of a Parent’s Cancer Diagnosis

Strikingly, the rate of clinically elevated

stress response symptoms was actually

higher among the children of parents

treated for cancer than among children

who had experienced cancer

themselves. This suggests that

witnessing cancer in a family member

may have a more profound impact on a

child than being a cancer victim oneself.

(Huizinga, et. al., 2004)

“Worry Be gone onator 5000” (GC Child)



What is Resilience?
● Ability to “Bounce Back” (“Spring Back”)

● Hardiness 

● Elasticity, Flexibility

● Bend without breaking

● Capacity to endure, adapt

● Stability



What is Resilience?

● Resiliency is more than recovery

● Resilience is dynamic

● There are multiple and sometimes unexpected 
pathways to resilience

● Resilience is more common than we thought

(Boss, 2006; Masten, 2014 & 2015 &2016)



“Ordinary Magic”
Resilience is common and 
typically arises from the 
operation of basic protections; 
the power of human and social 
capital (Masten, 2014).



Factors of Resilience
Belonging 

Close attachment relationships, community bonds, empathy, authenticity, agreeableness

Control
Internal locus orientation, regulation, balance

Problem Solving 
Flexibility, creativity, motivation to overcome challenges

Confidence
Positive self-view, mastery of skill, responsibility

Insight
Perspective, reframing

Perseverance
Realistic optimism, hope, meaning-making, belief in something bigger



Factors of Resilience
HUMOR...
...combines “optimism with a realistic look at the

tragic” (Ann Graber).



Children can THRIVE in the face of a cancer 
diagnosis if they are:

1. Safe, loved and cared for

2. Treated with respect (honesty)

3. Connected with support and resources as needed



Silver Linings

● Maturity

● Empathy (How to be a good friend/partner/parent)

● Empowerment and Self-Confidence

● Resilience

● Life Perspective & Appreciation (Gratitude)



“The greatest gift you can give your children is not protection from change, loss, pain,
or stress, but the confidence and tools to cope and grow with all that life has to offer
them.”

Wendy Schlessel Harpham, MD, “When a Parent Has Cancer: A Guide to Caring for Your Children” (2004)

“Our job is to walk with our children through their difficult moments with connection
and empathy, allowing them to feel, to be active participants in problem-solving, and
to discover the depth of their own capacity. It’s out of our deep love for our children
that we want to protect them, but their capacity will be greater if we allow that love
to lead us to our own courage, so that we can feel strong enough to let them discover
their own strength.”

Daniel J. Siegel, MD & Tina Payne Byson, PhD, “The Yes Brain: How to Cultivate Courage, Curiosity, and
Resilience in Your Child” (2018)



Hope
Gambling on absolute optimism or 
pessimism--the challenge and 
opportunity of HOPE

“In the short term, hoping for a return to the status
quo helps maintain resilience… Unrelenting hope that
is static and rigid erodes resilience and health” (Boss,

2006).



Hope

“The ability to create, resurrect, challenge, modify, and even renounce our hopes is as
good as any definition of healthy as I have come across.” Steven Cooper

“Life is not fair. Life hurts. Life is good. These three seemingly incompatible
expressions are really three parts of the whole of living. They are threads woven
through the tapestry each one of us creates as the visible expression of our being a
part of humanity. To accept these three is not to abandon hope or optimism, or to
deny our real grief. To accept them is to rid ourselves of the unnecessary suffering
that comes from struggling against these three truths and trying to make them
something they are not.” (Coloroso, 2000).



Resources
-National Resource List 

-Book list--When a Parent Has Cancer 

-Bibliography

carissa@gildasclubmadison.org

www.cancersupportcommunity.org
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