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Introduction

Who is this guide for?

This guide is for teen siblings* of children with cancer or other serious illnesses** who
want to learn how to start or navigate sensitive conversations about processing the
diagnosis at an early stage. If you're involved in the care or well-being of your sibling with
cancer or other serious illnesses—or anticipate you will be in the future—you're in the
right place. We're here to give you actual, practical tools to help you find your footing, talk
about the hard stuff when you're ready, and process all of this at your own pace.

*Throughout this guide, the term teen siblings refers to siblings, siblings-in-law, cousins,
and other extended family members or young caregivers between the ages 13~18.

**xThe term "other serious illnesses” refers to any severe, life-changing health
condition—including complex chronic diseases, severe genetic disorders, major heart
conditions, or sudden traumatic injuries.

About this guide

This guide was developed entirely by Sibling Society. While we've made every effort to
ensure the information in this guide is accurate and up to date, it should be noted this
resource is not a substitute for professional advice. Note that the insights and coping
strategies outlined in this guide are grounded in the real, lived experiences of siblings
whose brothers or sisters had serious illnesses within their own families. They are
intended for peer-support and educational purposes only.

We are always looking to improve our resources to better support our community. Should
you have any suggestions, edits, or feedback regarding this guide, please email us at
siblingsociety2024@gmail.com

Sibling Society

Founded by a sibling whose younger sister was diagnosed with leukemia, Sibling Society
is a registered nonprofit organization in Ontario dedicated to supporting, empowering,
and informing siblings of children with cancer, so they can move forward in their changing
role with confidence and strength. We provide peer support counseling, mentorship
programs, and community events to help siblings process their feelings and experiences
by forming a deeply connected community. Visit siblingsociety.org for more information.
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When Treatment Ends

The end of treatment is a big milestone. It can feel like a finish line—and in many ways, it
is. But it can also feel complicated.

What You Might Be Feeling

Feeling Why It Makes Sense

Relief The hardest part is over—or at least a big part of it.
Worry What if it comes back? Will my sibling still be sick?
Awkwardness Not knowing how to act now that things are “different”.
Grief Processing everything you and your family went through.
Confusion Not sure how to 'go back to normal’ or what normal even means
now.

All these feelings are normal. Things may not go back to exactly how they were before the
illness came into your lives. Getting back to your “old life" may take a long time—and it
may not happen as you expect.

What If Treatment Doesn't Help?

You and your family will face even more challenges. Hearing that your sibling might die is
very, very difficult. You may feel many of the same emotions you felt when you first
learned that your brother or sister is sick.

No booklet or guide can give you all the answers or tell you exactly how you will feel. But
when the future is so uncertain, it helps to:

Page 3



© 2026 Sibling Society

Make the most of
the time you have.

Do special things as a family. At home, make time
for your brother or sister. Call and visit as much as
you can if they are in the hospital. Write notes and
draw pictures. Say “I love you” often. If possible, try
to have some special times together. If you have not
gotten along in the past, you may want to let your
brother or sister know you love them.

ﬁ Stay on track.

When people get bad news, they often feel like they're
living outside of themselves—that life is moving along
without them. That's why it's important to keep a
schedule and stay connected. Stay involved in school.
Be with friends. And let yourself take breaks

from it all when you need to.

ﬁ Have hope.

Never stop believing in tomorrow, and don’t be
too hard on yourself. There is more good than

bad in this world—even though you might not

feel that way right now.

Get help when you
feel alone. .

Make sure you find people who can help you. In
addition to your family, it may help to talk to a
social worker, counselor, or people in a support
group. It's important to let your feelings out.
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_People who can help: 2

Q7 A trusted adult (family member,

Ideas to try:

Q7 Watch a favorite movie together
{7 Play a game or do a puzzle

Q7 Make a memory box or scrapbook
7 Leave silly notes or drawings

Q7 Share stories and old memories

I Ways to stay on track: 3

| Q7 Keep up with school and activities
that matter to you
Q7 Spend time with friends ‘
Q7 Take breaks—rest, breathe,
and do something you enjoy

| O Stick to a routine that
' helps you feel grounded

It’s okay to have
hard days. Hope
is knowing that
better days can
still come.

teacher, coach, or mentor)
A school counselor or social worker
A therapist or counselor

A support group (in person
or online)

Friends you can talk to

If Your Brother or Sister Passes Away, Know That:

- You'll always have memories.

Your brother or sister will always be part of your life. Hold on to your memories of the
good times. It's okay to think about something funny that your brother or sister did or said.
By laughing and smiling you are bringing back just a little of what was so special about
them.
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- The pain will lessen with time.

At first the pain may be so strong that you might wonder whether you will ever feel happy
again. Time has a way of healing. Not being sad every day doesn’t mean that you have
forgotten. It just means you're starting to heal.

- Your sibling would want you to be happy.

Stay open to new experiences. Make small changes that give your life new meaning. Write
about your thoughts and about this experience. Don't worry about what to say, just write.

The Roads Ahead

After treatment ends, there are several possible roads ahead. No one knows exactly
which path your family will take—but knowing what might happen can help you feel more
prepared.

Remission / Recovery

Your sibling’s illness shows no signs of activity. The family begins rebuilding routines and adjusting to a
new normal.

Ongoing Monitoring
Even after treatment, doctors continue to check-in through scans, blood tests, and follow-up visits to
watch for changes.

Relapse or Recurrence

Sometimes the illness comes back. This is one of the hardest possibilities—but it doesn't mean all hope
is lost. Treatment can begin again.

Long-Term Side Effects
Some effects of illness or treatment may last for months or years. Your sibling may need ongoing
support with physical, emotional, or learning needs.

Finding a New Normal
Over time, your family will find a new rhythm. It may look different than before—and that’s okay.

00000
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Post-Treatment Cautions

Even after active treatment ends, your brother or sister's body may still be recovering. The
healthcare team will share specific instructions—but there are some general things to be
aware of as a family.

Physical Recovery Emotional Recovery

e Infection risk may still be high e Mood changes are common

e Wash hands frequently at home post-treatment

e Avoid visiting your sibling if you are e Anxiety about relapse is normal for
feeling slightly unwell everyone

e Follow food safety guidelines e Your sibling may feel lost without

e Check with the team before hospital routine
vaccines e Family counseling can help during

this transition

Helping Your Sibling Go Back to School
Returning to school after a serious illness can be one of the most exciting—and

overwhelming—steps in recovery. Your sibling may feel nervous, behind, or unsure of
where they fit now. You can be a huge part of making that transition easier.

Academic Support Social Support

e Offer to go over missed lessons e Help them reconnect by inviting
together friends over
e Help organize notes e Walking to school together
e Find a tutor e Introducing your sibling to people
e Sitting beside your sibling while you you trust
both study
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As a sibling, you might meet the following scenarios when your sick sibling returns to
school.

= How would you handle this? Write your ideas:

A classmate asks your sibling something insensitive... Your sibling wants to skip school because they're nervous..|

Your sibling feels behind and frustrated with schoolwork A friend hasn’t reached out since your sibling got sick

Helping Your Sibling Talk to Friends

Your sibling may not know what to say about what they've been through. Some friends
will be warm and welcoming. Others might be awkward, distant, or ask questions your
sibling isn't ready to answer. Here are some ways you can help.

Starter Scripts Your Sibling Can Use

“I've been going through some health stuff, but I'm doing better now!”
“I'm still figuring things out, but it's great to be back.”

“I'd rather not talk about all the details, but I'm okay."”

N2 2 2

“If you want to help, just treat me normally.”

What You Can Do as Their Sibling

- Be a buffer in social situations where your sibling feels unsure
- Let them set the pace—don't push them to talk about the iliness to their friends if

they're not ready
- Speak up if you see a friend treating them differently or being unkind
- Celebrate the small moments: their first day back, their first lunch with friends, a

test they passed.
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What is one thing you can do this
wekk to help your sibling feel * ‘

more connected? '
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