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Overview

1. Overview of research on psychosocial health in pediatric cancer 
survivors, caregivers, and siblings

2. Strategies and recommendations for supporting survivors & their 
families

3. Resources – how/where to find more help
• Patients, caregivers, siblings
• Cancer and Blood Disorders Center
• Seattle Children’s Hospital
• Community
• Online resources

4. Q&A



Psychosocial health in pediatric 
cancer survivors



Leukemia & Lymphoma Society: A Teen’s Guide to Everything Cancer



Leukemia & Lymphoma Society: A Teen’s Guide to Everything Cancer



Adjustment to diagnosis and treatment

• New diagnosis

• Stressors and demands of treatment

• Unexpected or unplanned events

• Impacts on multiple areas of life
• Family, friends, relationships, school, work, hobbies, energy, 

activity, sleep, eating, physical appearance, mood, emotions, 
independence, priorities, etc.



Getting back to “normal”

Adjustment to life after cancer…

• How do you fit back in with your family?

• How do you fit back in with your friends? 

• How do you go back to school? 

• How do you regain independence and build more independence? 

• How do you go back to not being in or at the hospital all the time? 

• How do you build health behaviors and life habits? 

• How do you find the “right” balance of paying attention to your body/symptoms 
without being overly hypervigilant and stressed about “normal” body 
changes/feelings

• How do you process everything you’ve been through? 



Childhood cancer survivors are resilient

• Survivors are generally resilient and show positive adjustment

• They may experience positive outcomes related to enhanced coping 
abilities 

• Post-traumatic growth
• Positive changes in self, relationships, and future plans

• Majority (85%) of adolescent cancer survivors report at least 1 positive 
consequence of having had cancer

• 32% reported 4+ positive changes

Lown et al., 2016; Yi et al., 2015; Barakat et al. .2006



At risk for psychosocial late effects

• Mental health: psychological distress, depression, anxiety, post 
traumatic stress symptoms, self-esteem, behavior

• Social: peer relationships, family relationships, intimate and marital 
relationships, peer support

• Health-related: health behaviors, risky health behaviors

• Academic and vocational: school, educational attainment, 
employment

• Cognitive late effects

• Financial stability

Lown et al., 2016; Warner et al., 2016; Zeltzer et al., 2009



Challenges in survivorship

• Psychosocial health is often affected by physical health

• Continually navigating adjustment across multiple life domains

• Fear of relapse, scanxiety, survivor’s guilt

• Sometimes finishing treatment is harder than being on treatment

• “Now what…?” 



Parents & caregivers

• Parents and caregivers are both resilient and deeply affected by a 
child’s cancer diagnosis

• Majority of parents report positive outcomes from cancer experience

• Distress decreases over time for many parents

• However, some parents experience greater distress, worry, 
posttraumatic stress symptoms (PTSS), strains in family relationships, 
financial, and work difficulties

• Severe PTSS in 10-44% of parents

Kearney, Salley, & Muriel, 2015; Ljungman et al., 2014; Barakat et al., 2006



Siblings

• Generally psychologically healthy, show resilience or enhanced 
functioning 

• Some are at risk for emotional and behavioral difficulties
• E.g., anxiety, depression, posttraumatic symptoms, academic 

and social disruptions

• Difficulties more common earlier on and tend to improve over time

• Some siblings are at risk for long-term psychosocial difficulties

Gerhardt et al., 2015; Buchbinder et al., 2010



Strategies & recommendations 
to support psychosocial health



What can help with overall adjustment

• Expect that adjustment will take some time

• Give yourselves time and grace to find your footing again

• Acknowledge, validate, and normalize challenges and difficult 
emotions

• Facilitate adjustment with conversation and preparation
• Spending time with a few friends prior to larger social 

gatherings
• Going to school to meet with teachers prior to returning to 

school



What can help with overall adjustment

• As health improves, set developmentally appropriate expectations 
with graded support as needed

• Independence (e.g., sleeping, going places, ordering for self, 
hygiene behaviors, etc.)

• Household duties (e.g., chores, behavior, participation, etc.)
• School

• Do fun things ☺
• Social activities
• Active activities
• Camps!

• Seek additional help and support when needed; access available 
resources



Increase health literacy

• Get familiar with the “End of Therapy” summary, stay in touch with 
your survivorship team, keep notes organized 

• Encourage developmentally appropriate independence in 
transitioning knowledge from parent to child

• For children who were treated when they were young, develop 
a concise narrative that includes treatment essentials

• Encourage children to learn the names of their diagnoses, 
medications, and procedures



Increase health literacy

• Encourage developmentally appropriate independence
• Monitoring health
• Scheduling follow-up visits
• Refilling prescriptions, etc.

• Regular discussion of health promotion and risk behaviors
• E.g., use sunscreen, eat well, exercise, avoid drugs/alcohol, safe 

sex practices, etc.
• Recommended surveillance/follow up, such as labs, ECHO, etc.

http://www.gottransition.org

http://www.gottransition.org/


When to consider mental health support

• Persistent sadness or anxiety

• Persistent difficulty integrating with friends and peers

• Distress impacts functioning

• Risk behaviors

• Significant effects of treatment, requiring more extensive support
• Academic issues
• Mobility or sensory impacts
• Medical complications requiring ongoing management
• Transition support to address academic, occupational, and 

independent living needs



When discussing mental health services…

Common misconceptions Helpful reframe

• I don’t want to be forced to talk 
about this.

• I don’t want to be analyzed or 
judged.

• The therapist will fix this.
• Therapy won’t help.
• Therapy is not for me.
• What did I say that made my 

doctor place the referral? Do 
they think I’m crazy?

• It is normal for people who have been through 
extremely stressful circumstances to talk to a 
mental health provider.

• We can all learn new ways of coping, 
communicating, working together, etc. 

• A therapist is like a “talking doctor.”
• A therapist can teach me specific skills to make 

life easier, less uncomfortable.
• A therapist can help me think through and 

“process” my thoughts and feelings about what 
happened or what is happening.

• I don’t have to protect mental health providers 
from my sad or worried feelings.



Psychosocial supports and 
resources
• Patients, Caregivers, Siblings

• CBDC, Seattle Children’s, Community, Online



Annual survivorship visit

• Meeting with survivorship social worker, Brianna Foley

• Psychosocial screening with psychology advanced practicum 
student

• Mood, anxiety, school/work, peer and social issues, health behaviors, 
etc.

• Recommendations & referrals



CBDC Psychology Team

• Joanna Patten, PsyD – Clinical Director

• Sherilynn Chan, PhD

• Stacey Haynes, PhD

• Stella Fausto, MSW, LICSW

• Gretchen VonHeeder-Phillips, MSW, LICSW

• Practicum students



Behavioral Health Groups

• High School Cancer Group

• Adolescent and Young Adult (AYA) Cancer Group

• (Middle School Life After Cancer Group – on pause) 

• For patients on or off treatment for cancer or brain tumor, or who 
received a BMT

• 8 virtual group sessions 

• Fall (Sept-Oct) and Spring (May-June)

PE2523 AYA Cancer Group (seattlechildrens.org)
PE3564 High School Cancer Group (seattlechildrens.org)

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/for-patients-and-families/pfe/pe2523.pdf
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/for-patients-and-families/pfe/pe3564.pdf


Art Therapy Groups

Art and Heart Space Virtual Art Therapy group 
• Time: Mondays 4-5pm
• Date: 10/2/23 - 11/20/23
• For cancer care patients and siblings (ages 8 to 13)

Ink About It Virtual Art Therapy group
• Time: Mondays 5:15-6:15pm
• Date: 10/2/23 - 11/20/23 
• For siblings of cancer care patients (ages 8 to 13)

Helena Hillinga Haas, 206-987-6724
Link to sign up: https://forms.office.com/r/EHP9BRnk1V

https://forms.office.com/r/EHP9BRnk1V




Camps





Outpatient Psychiatry Specialty Clinics

Mental health services through SCH          
Division of Psychiatry and Behavioral Medicine

• Mood and Anxiety Program

• PEARL Clinic (ADHD and 
Disruptive Behaviors)

• Behavior and Attention 
Management (BAM)

• Tic/Tourette’s

• Gender Clinic (through 
Adolescent Medicine)

• Substance Abuse

• Neuropsychological Consultation 
Service

• Early Childhood Clinic

• Psychosis Clinic

• CALMA Clinic (Spanish)

• Eating Disorders Recovery 
Program

• Autism Center

• Crisis Care Clinic

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics/psychiatry-and-behavioral-medicine

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics/psychiatry-and-behavioral-medicine


Outpatient Psychiatry Specialty Clinics

Mental health services through SCH          
Division of Psychiatry and Behavioral Medicine

• Disruptive Behavior Crisis Care

• OCD Intensive Outpatient Program 

• Adolescent Partial Hospitalization Program

• Medication evaluation

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics/psychiatry-and-behavioral-medicine

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics/psychiatry-and-behavioral-medicine


Finding Mental Health Care in WA: 
A Class on Where to Start

• 30-minute classes offered to families who are seeking mental and 
behavioral health services for children or youth under 18 

• Zoom, free, register in advance

• English and Spanish

• Recordings available

• Part 1: Outpatient Services; Part 2: Higher Levels of Care

• https://www.seattlechildrens.org/health-safety/mental-health-resources/finding-

mental-health-class/

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/health-safety/mental-health-resources/finding-mental-health-class/
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/health-safety/mental-health-resources/finding-mental-health-class/


www.seattlechildrens.org/wa-mental-health

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/clinics/wamhrs/wa-mhrs-family-flyer-english.pdf

http://www.seattlechildrens.org/wa-mental-health
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/clinics/wamhrs/wa-mhrs-family-flyer-english.pdf


WA Mental Health Referral Service for 
Children and Teens

• Phone: 833-303-5437; M-F, 8am-5pm; free

• Children and teens up to age 17 years

• Teens aged 13+ can contact service on own

• Call or submit online form / schedule intake with a referral specialist
• Families provide mental health needs, location, insurance plan

• ~ 2 weeks after intake, referral specialist calls with info on 1-2 
providers or agencies that meet needs and have openings

• Follow up from referral specialist to problem-solve barriers to 
accessing care



Therapist Directories

• Psychology Today
• https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists

• GoodTherapy
• https://www.goodtherapy.org/find-therapist.html

• Association for Behavioral and Cognitive Therapies (ABCT)
• https://www.abct.org

• American Psychology Association – Psychologist Locator
• https://locator.apa.org/

• BIPOC Mental Health Providers/Resources
https://namiseattle.org/bipoc-mental-health-resources/

• Inclusive Therapists
• https://www.inclusivetherapists.com/

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/therapists
https://www.goodtherapy.org/find-therapist.html
https://www.abct.org/
https://locator.apa.org/
https://namiseattle.org/bipoc-mental-health-resources/
https://www.inclusivetherapists.com/


Cancer Lifeline

https://cancerlifeline.org

https://cancerlifeline.org/


What should I consider when looking for a therapist? 

Choosing a mental health provider

• Logistics/basics 
• Do they take your insurance? 
• Are they taking new patients? 
• Do they do in-person and/or virtual visits? 
• Where is their office? 
• What time slots do they have available? 

• Qualifications
• Is the therapist licensed? 
• What treatments do they provide?

• Do they use treatment approaches that have been shown to 
work for the presenting problem? (“evidence-based 
treatment”)  www.effectivechildtherapy.org

http://www.effectivechildtherapy.org/


What should I consider when looking for a therapist? 

Choosing a mental health provider

• Experience
• Do they have specialized training in work with kids/teens?
• Do they have experience working with youth with cancer/medical 

conditions (and how important is this)?
• Are they familiar with youth dealing with similar challenges?  

• Are they a “good fit”? 
• Do you feel comfortable with them?
• It can take a few visits to decide if this is someone you feel you can 

make progress with
• Process can take some time – be persistent! 

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/for-patients-and-families/pfe/pe1739.pdf

https://effectivechildtherapy.org/tips-tools/advice-for-selecting-a-psychologist/

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/for-patients-and-families/pfe/pe1739.pdf
https://effectivechildtherapy.org/tips-tools/advice-for-selecting-a-psychologist/


Psychiatry (medication) support

• Primary care doctor can talk to a child psychiatrist through the 
Washington Partnership Access Line (PAL)

• Monday through Friday, 8am-5pm

• PAL program funded by Washington’s Health Care Authority

• https://www.seattlechildrens.org/healthcare-professionals/access-
services/partnership-access-line/wa-pal/

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/healthcare-professionals/access-services/partnership-access-line/wa-pal/
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/healthcare-professionals/access-services/partnership-access-line/wa-pal/


Cancer-specific resources

https://ccr.cancer.gov/pediatric-psycho-oncology/ppop-support

https://ccr.cancer.gov/pediatric-psycho-oncology/ppop-support


Cancer-specific resources

• St. Jude

https://www.stjude.org/treatment/survivorship/participate-in-st-jude-life-

study/tips-for-cancer-survivors.html

• Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia (CHOP)

http://www.chop.edu/centers-programs/oncology-psychosocial-services-

program/health-resources#.V_QN7aKUJZ8

https://www.stjude.org/treatment/survivorship/participate-in-st-jude-life-study/tips-for-cancer-survivors.html
https://www.stjude.org/treatment/survivorship/participate-in-st-jude-life-study/tips-for-cancer-survivors.html
http://www.chop.edu/centers-programs/oncology-psychosocial-services-program/health-resources#.V_QN7aKUJZ8
http://www.chop.edu/centers-programs/oncology-psychosocial-services-program/health-resources#.V_QN7aKUJZ8


https://media.chop.edu/data/files/pdfs/oncology
-aya-survivorship-manual.pdf

https://media.chop.edu/data/files/pdfs/oncology-aya-survivorship-manual.pdf
https://media.chop.edu/data/files/pdfs/oncology-aya-survivorship-manual.pdf


Support for AYAs with Cancer

List provided by MD Anderson AYA Program



https://www.gottransition.org/

https://www.gottransition.org/


General mental health resources

• Patient and Family Education
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics/psychiatry-and-
behavioral-medicine/patient-family-resources/

• Seattle Children’s Mental Health Resources
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/health-safety/keeping-kids-
healthy/development/mental-health-resources/
• ADHD, anxiety, autism spectrum disorders, depression, 

bipolar disorder, eating disorders, obsessive-compulsive 
disorder, oppositional defiant disorder

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics/psychiatry-and-behavioral-medicine/patient-family-resources/
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/clinics/psychiatry-and-behavioral-medicine/patient-family-resources/
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/health-safety/keeping-kids-healthy/development/mental-health-resources/
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/health-safety/keeping-kids-healthy/development/mental-health-resources/


First Approach Skills Training (FAST) 
program

• https://www.seattlechildrens.org/healthcare-professionals/access-
services/partnership-access-line/fast/parents-caregivers/

• Free, downloadable handouts, workbooks, and other resources
• Anxiety problems
• Depression problems
• Traumatic events
• Challenging behavior
• Early childhood (ages 1-4)
• Sleep tips
• Teens’ technology use
• Racial discrimination and mental health

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/healthcare-professionals/access-services/partnership-access-line/fast/parents-caregivers/
https://www.seattlechildrens.org/healthcare-professionals/access-services/partnership-access-line/fast/parents-caregivers/


https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/healthcare-professionals/pal/fast/fast-a-teen-workbook.pdf

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/healthcare-professionals/pal/fast/fast-a-teen-workbook.pdf


FAST – tips for caregivers

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/healthcare-professionals/pal/fast/fast-a-caregiver-handout-2-pager.pdf

https://www.seattlechildrens.org/globalassets/documents/healthcare-professionals/pal/fast/fast-a-caregiver-handout-2-pager.pdf




Resources for caregivers

• Caregiver Wellbeing
• https://div54cwsig.wixsite.com/caregiverwellbeing/resources
• https://www.instagram.com/caregiverwellbeingspp

• Cancer Lifeline
• https://cancerlifeline.org/

• Cancer Pathways
https://cancerpathways.org/

• Courageous Parents Network
• https://courageousparentsnetwork.org

• Tips & self-help resources
• https://keltymentalhealth.ca/parent-and-caregiver-wellbeing
• https://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/Resources/Looking-After-Yourself

https://div54cwsig.wixsite.com/caregiverwellbeing/resources
https://www.instagram.com/caregiverwellbeingspp
https://cancerlifeline.org/
https://cancerpathways.org/
https://courageousparentsnetwork.org/
https://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/Resources/Looking-After-Yourselfhttps:/keltymentalhealth.ca/parent-and-caregiver-wellbeing
https://www.cci.health.wa.gov.au/Resources/Looking-After-Yourselfhttps:/keltymentalhealth.ca/parent-and-caregiver-wellbeing


Momcology / Connections Program

https://momcology.org
• National nonprofit organization started by parents of children 

going through cancer treatment to offer support to other parents 
in partnership with a treating institution 

• Connections Program
• Program launched at Seattle Children’s fall 2023 – summer 

2024 offering bimonthly support groups with any caregivers 
(not just moms), facilitated by SCH CBDC social workers.

• Contact: Meghan Robbins, LICSW 
meghan.robbins@seattlechildrens.org

https://momcology.org/
mailto:Meghan.robbins@seattlechildrens.org


Caregiver support group

Link to register:  Meeting Registration – Zoom

https://us06web.zoom.us/meeting/register/tZckfuyrrjgpGNIDQGLKPd_pXWHRVbuDjrJC


Support for siblings

• WA Mental Health Referral Service

• Cancer Lifeline

• Art therapy groups at Seattle Children’s
• Art and Heart Space virtual art therapy group for cancer 

patients and siblings ages 8-13
• Ink About It virtual art therapy group for siblings only ages 8-

13
• Sign up: https://forms.office.com/r/EHP9BRnk1V

• Camps!

https://forms.office.com/r/EHP9BRnk1V


Questions & Discussion

Questions? 

Reflections?

Please complete brief survey to provide feedback and suggestions.

Thank you! 



Hope. Care. Cure.
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