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Parents helping parents: do psychological mechanisms work when the child is affected by high risk neuroblastoma?
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Reciprocal help relationships are very important among families with children affected by severe pediatric diseases. Communication and discussion of common problems and experiences generally allow the development of coping strategies to face new situations with subsequent adjustment and restoration of a good quality of life after diagnosis and beginning of therapy. When a child is affected by high risk neuroblastoma, this communicative approach is hardly adopted. On the basis of our 10-year experience in the observation of the behavior and the relationships of many families, we suggest the reasons for this difficulty, namely: 1) increased life expectancy of children with NB with increased number of possible relapses;  2) different time intervals between relapses and poor quality of life; 3) child´s perception of his

precarious living in the absence of adequate information from both parents and doctors; 4) promiscuous presence in departments and housing facilities of patients with different disease conditions, including other tumors with more favorable prognosis; 5) spreading frustration in a group of patients having in common failure of past treatments, an example of ordeal for newly diagnosed patients accompanied by a sense of ineluctability and disease progression; 6) increased pathologic psychological defenses due to the steady reduction of the range of options and alternatives. It is necessary to suggest possible communication and behavior strategies to be adopted by physicians and other health care professionals that could improve communication with and among families of affected children and support their hope for recovery. For instance, it would be essential not to propose cure for NB as a "war", but as a cooperation to build health and not to destroy disease.
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