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Women, children and cancer

Dr Maggie Watson, Head of Psychological Medicine
atthe Royal Marsden Hospital in the UK, writes
aboutbreast cancer and family dynamics

While breast cancer commonly strikes women aged 60 or over, a substantial
number of younger women are also affected. In the UK, for example, thanks to
screening programmes and early detection, 48% of breast cancers are diagnosed
in women aged 40-60. Many will have young families, although the number
of dependent children who have a mother with breast cancer is not routinely
documented.

At the same time, the current approach to breast cancer treatment in the
developed world has brought changes. The increasing use of chemotherapy in
women diagnosed with early-stage breast cancer has helped improve survival and
given more hope for the future. A consequence of these proactive approaches to care
is the need for women often to stay in treatment for longer periods. The frequent
hospital visits, physical side effects of treatment (loss of hair, nausea and fatigue),
loss of family income through mother's absence from work, disruption to family
routines, and worries about prognosis may all increase family stress.

As part of a project funded by the European Union, a UK study has looked at
factors that may increase the vulnerability of families coping with a mother with
breast cancer.

The driving force for the study was that there seemed to be little information
about how the children might be affected by their parent's illness. In cancer care,
the development of family-focused emotional care seems to be limited; neglect
of the needs of children in families where the mother has breast cancer seems
commonplace.



Vulnerable families

The UK study set out to identify vulnerability factors in families as a basis for
targeting intervention and support programmes at those who have greatest need.
This
targeting of resources recognises that many families cope well and, indeed, some

are strengthened by the experience of dealing with a mother's breast cancer. But
how can those needing more support be recognised?

We studied the families of women aged 55 or under, with children aged 6 to
17, where the mother's cancer had been diagnosed as early-stage between 3 and 36
months previously. A hundred and seven families agreed to take part and completed
the assessments.

We asked if the children had been told of their mother's diagnosis. For children
younger than 11 years, 76% of mothers reported that their children had been told.
All adolescents had been told.

The need for honesty was emphasised by children themselves in a video
sponsored by the UK charity Macmillan Cancer Relief. (1) In their tips to parents,
the kids asked them not to lie to them and to answer their questions truthfully when
they asked.

We reached the following conclusions:

Children of women with breast cancer have more emotional and behavioural
problems than the general population.

How families function matters. Where parents' emotional involvement with their
children is intrusive, where problem-solving is not shared by families, where
families don't pull together, and where communication is restricted, children
are more likely to have emotional problems.




Fathers seem not to see some of the problems.

The mothers” level of depression is a better predictor of emotional problems
in children than such medical factors as whether they are in chemotherapy or
how long it is since they were diagnosed. The children's problems seem more
a function of how patient and family are coping.

Some ideas for the future include:

Cancer services need to pay attention to the dependent children behind the
patient, as presently there is evidence of neglect of their needs.

Families need information about breast cancer that is accessible to both parents
and their children.

Mothers with breast cancer who suffer depression need active psychosocial care
programmes to help them cope so that the important processes of childhood are
not adversely affected.
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While cancer services work to improve survival in women with breast cancer
they also have an obligation to ensure that women and families who are not coping
are helped. This should
be a priority, not only

in order to improve
the quality of life of
the women, but also
to safeguard the future
of children who are
growing up with a
mother with breast
cancer.
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