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 Parenting through cancer for the well parent is a tough job - emotionally, 

physically, and spiritually. While your spouse is healing, you are charged with 

making sure just about everything else for the family moves forward. Add to your 

plate keeping track of medications and appointments, researching treatment 

options, or making difficult decisions about your spouse’s care. Your new normal 

may be “barely surviving.” Here are seven real-life survival strategies I learned, 

some the hard way, caring 12 years for my husband through cancer while raising 

our three children.

1. Be Kind to Yourself

 Many hurdles appear when you have to care for your spouse with cancer 

and your children. Add to your list not getting enough sleep and the constant 

worry about your family, finances, health care, and work, and you may feel a 

tsunami of emotion. It’s understandable when frustrations build and we yell a 

little more than we’d like at our children, get upset with our spouse, or have an 

argument with a co-worker or friend. Being the well parent is not an easy path. 

Give yourself recognition for the many things you are doing and doing well, and 

forgive yourself for anything that hasn’t gone so well. Caring for your spouse 

through cancer and raising your children is exhausting work. Having the same 

compassion for yourself that you would have for someone else is one of the best 

gifts you can give yourself.

2. Trust Your Instinct

 Often throughout my husband’s care I found myself questioning what 

was best for our family. I often doubted my own instincts. Sometimes it had to 

do with my husband’s medical care. Other times it was what to tell our children. 

“What if I’m wrong? What if I’m telling my kids too much? What if …..?” 

 My best decisions occurred when I listened to my gut. When you feel 

stuck, ask yourself: “I know what I don’t know, but what do I know?” Remember, 

nobody knows your spouse or your children better than you do. 



3. Put Energy Into the Things That You Know Matter. Let 
Go of the Rest!

 Caring for your spouse with cancer and raising children at the same time 

is hard work. You may find yourself making some difficult choices between 

managing your spouse’s care, children’s needs, the house, or extended family 

inquiries. Multiple demands on our time and energy are the norm, not the 

exception, for the healthy parent. 

 Put your energy into the things that will make a difference. Don’t feel 

obligated to meet family demands just because they expect you to. Ask yourself: 

“Is what is being asked or expected of me adding value?” If not, then let it go and 

don’t look back. 

4. Listen to Your Children - Keep Them Talking

 Children whose parents are going through cancer treatments are likely to 

experience increased distress and anxiety. As the well parent, one the best things 

we can do to help our children is to lean into the moment and just listen to them. 

Keep them talking. Hold back on judgment and simply listen. Being present as 

much as possible when they need to talk is a strong way of providing support. 

Encourage them to share and just listen. 

5. Eat Family Meals Together When Possible

 The chaos that often comes with a cancer diagnosis can dramatically alter 

the nature of family life. Research suggests that coming together at the end of 

the day for a family meal and to share the day’s events brings family members 

closer. If this sounds like too much know that simple meals work and not every 

night is needed. At least four meals together a week will help. But what if the ill 

parent can’t join? When my husband was experiencing nausea from treatments, 

I’d still try to have the family meal and he would join when he felt up to it. 

 



6. Share How You Feel

 It’s an emotional tightrope caring for your spouse with cancer while 

raising your children. Odds are you’re regularly called on to pick up the pieces 

when things aren’t going well. It’s hard to know when to reach in and when 

to let be. You have to be strong but not overpowering and realistic but not 

discouraging. Chances are you’ve learned to hold your feelings inside so that you 

don’t detract from your spouse’s healing or worry your children.  

 It’s important to pay attention to areas of your life where you are not 

being honest about how you feel. A good place to start is to ask yourself what’s 

keeping you from sharing your feelings? What’s your fear? Then find someone 

you trust and share how you really feel. Sharing feelings effectively often begins 

with two simple words: “I feel …” Then fill in the blank with a feeling word such 

as scared, frustrated, delightful, or exhausted. Sharing how you feel is another 

way of being kind to yourself. 

7. Caregiver Burnout is Real and Lurking – Breathe!

 I’m sure you’ve read the advice to eat healthy, get moving, sleep eight 

hours a night, meditate, get a pedicure because if you don’t then you won’t 

be of any use to your ill spouse or your children. While the advice to avoid 

caregiver burnout is well meaning, there were days and weeks when I found 

the suggestions annoying. I often felt I was being told to add more to my list 

resulting in greater stress not less.

 Truth be told: Caregiver burnout is real and it isn’t pretty. It hurts 

physically, emotionally, and spiritually. It creeps in on you when you aren’t 

paying attention and then it bites. If you have been burning the candle at both 

ends and not paying attention to your needs you are at risk for burnout. A simple 

practice to bring some relief: Focus on your breathing. At the basic level, one 

breath at a time will lead to the next. It leads to one hour at a time, one day at a 

time. Breathe!

 


