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Supporting Family Members and Loved 
Ones of Fire Fighters with Cancer
This factsheet was developed by the International Association of Fire Fighters and the Firefighter Cancer Support Network.

A cancer diagnosis deeply impacts fire fighters and their families, who often play a 
central role in caregiving.  

Family members, especially spouses and close relatives, face the dual challenge 
of providing emotional and practical support while managing their own well-
being. These responsibilities can lead to significant stress and even burnout if left 
unaddressed.  

Access to behavioral health resources and practical tools helps families navigate 
this journey effectively and ensures they remain a source of strength for their 
loved one. 

KEY CHALLENGES FOR FAMILIES
	ɀ BALANCING RESPONSIBILITIES. Families often juggle caregiving duties 

with their own work, household, and personal responsibilities. The physical 
demands of caregiving, combined with emotional stress, can quickly lead to exhaustion. 

	ɀ EMOTIONAL STRAIN. Caregivers frequently experience fear and uncertainty about the future, compounded by 
sadness, guilt, or even anger. Children in the household may also feel confusion or anxiety, requiring additional 
emotional support. 

	ɀ COMMUNICATION BARRIERS. Discussing a cancer diagnosis and treatment plans can be overwhelming. 
Families may struggle to find the right balance between honesty and optimism, leading to miscommunication 
or hesitation in seeking help. 

	ɀ NAVIGATING PRACTICAL CHALLENGES. Coordinating schedules, attending appointments, managing medical 
paperwork, and ensuring household duties are completed can feel like a full-time job, on top of responsibilities 
outside of the family. 

	ɀ CAREGIVER BURNOUT. Without support, caregivers may neglect their own health, social connections, or 
emotional needs, ultimately diminishing their ability to care for their loved one effectively. 

SUPPORT STRATEGIES FOR FAMILIES 
To help navigate the challenges a cancer diagnosis places on a family or caregiver, here are a few strategies that can 
be implemented: 

	ɀ Encourage Open Communication 
	ȿ Create a safe environment for discussing emotions and fears openly between diagnosed individuals and 

family members. 
	ȿ Set regular check-ins to discuss the loved one’s needs and progress, ensuring everyone feels heard. 
	ȿ Use age-appropriate language to help children understand the situation.

	ɀ Collaborative Planning
	ȿ Do not be afraid to ask for help.  
	ȿ Delegate tasks among family members and friends to avoid overwhelming one person. 
	ȿ Identify specific ways others can help, such as preparing meals, driving to appointments, or assisting with 

childcare. 
	ȿ Develop a shared calendar to track medical appointments, treatments, and family schedules. 
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	ɀ Access Behavioral Health Resources 
	ȿ Seek counseling or support groups tailored for caregivers through 

organizations like the Fire Fighter Cancer Support Network (FCSN) or 
American Cancer Society. 

	ȿ Utilize Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) for confidential mental 
health support. 

	ȿ Connect with peer mentors or online forums to share experiences and 
advice with others in similar situations. 

	ɀ Practice Self-Care 
	ȿ Set aside time for personal activities, hobbies, or exercise to maintain 

physical and emotional well-being. 
	ȿ Engage in mindfulness practices, such as meditation or deep breathing, to 

reduce stress. 
	ȿ Recognize the importance of rest and prioritize sleep as a critical aspect of 

self-care. 

	ɀ Involve Children and Extended Family 
	ȿ Provide age-appropriate explanations about the diagnosis to children and 

encourage them to express their feelings. 
	ȿ Engage extended family members or close friends to support caregiving 

duties or offer emotional encouragement. 

AVAILABLE RESOURCES FOR FAMILIES 
	ɀ Fire Fighter Cancer Support Network (FCSN) 

	ȿ Peer-to-peer mentorship for family members of diagnosed fire fighters. 
	ȿ Free caregiver tools and guides to navigate the challenges of a cancer 

diagnosis.  

	ɀ American Cancer Society Caregiver Support  
	ȿ 24/7 helpline offering guidance and emotional support for caregivers.
	ȿ Access online forums, caregiver guides, and practical tools for managing daily responsibilities. 
	ȿ American Cancer Society Helpline: 1-800-227-2345. 

	ɀ Employee Assistance Programs (EAPs) 
	ȿ Confidential counseling services available through most fire departments. 
	ȿ Resources for navigating grief, stress, and emotional strain. 

	ɀ Local and Online Support Groups 
	ȿ Many communities and cancer-specific organizations offer caregiver support groups, both in-person and 

virtual. These groups provide emotional support and practical advice. 

https://www.firefightercancersupport.org
https://www.iaff.org/fightcancer/

