
 

 

HOW WILL YOU FEEL IF YOU GET THE BAD NEWS ABOUT TERMINAL CANCER? 
One of the most poignant things I do in my work is to break bad news to someone that they're going to 
die. For 26 years, I've been in charge of the course teaching medical students how to break bad news, 
something which is on the one hand difficult, but is also on the other hand one of the most rewarding 
things, which is to say to the patient, "When you approach your cancer and its treatment, plan for the 
worst, but hope for the best." Hoping for the best of course means you don't give up. But planning for 
the worst is the poignant part. It may mean taking a trip to Uluru or Paris, something you've always 
wanted to do with your partner.  
 But when it comes to the kids, they have to realize the kids are going to grow up without them. 
Their daughter will walk down the aisle and you won't be there. They'll graduate from high school or 
university, you won't be there to celebrate with them. This is stuff that everyone wants to avoid. 
Perhaps writing letters to their kids, telling them how much they appreciate them, how much they love 
them, how special they are, how wonderful they are, what gifts they are, and here's the point, they have 
given a gift to their children even when they won't be there in the future, as hard as that is to face. If 
you'd like more information about this subject, Google The Fathering Project or myself, Dr. Bruce 
Robinson. 
 
RESILIENCE 
I'd like to talk to you about developing resilience in kids. Resilience means the capacity to bounce back 
or to cope with negative events, particularly those that present emotional challenges. Our children can't 
live in cotton wool and there's a lot of ways in which the world really batters kids and makes them feel 
like failures. There's a competitive environment out there, be it in sport or schoolwork or particularly 
socially that can make them feel like they are a worthless human being. The key thing therefore is to 
help kids develop resilience so they're not fragile eggs. 
 Here are a few tips. Firstly, help kids realize they can't be good at everything. So identify that 
which they are special at and gifted at and identify things at which they're average or maybe not good at 
all so that they have a clear sense of the spectrum and then focus on that giftedness, help them to 
develop that giftedness. It may not actually stand out, they may never win a Brownlow Medal but it may 
warmt smile, humor, creativity, problem solving, listening, various competencies and personal 
characteristics that are gifts that are going to stand them in good stead.  
 Thirdly, help them to expect failure and to think through how they will respond to that failure. 
Finally, if they could have done better, don't crush them. Give them affirming discipline, affirming 
encouragement. You're better than that. Let's work together to work out how you can bounce back 
from this. 
 
LOVE 
I wonder what your kids would say if they were asked about the values of love that you show loving the 
neighbor. I mean, there's different sorts of love. I mean, I think a lot of people are quite selfish. For some 
people, they see someone in the street gets cancer and people bring around meals and that's 
wonderful, but there's another level of sacrificial love which inspires children.  
 When I was a medical student in Nepal in the Himalayas, I noticed this in a hospital I was 
working at, where a couple of doctors were there with their wives and children, and the sacrificial love 
that they showed in serving in that poor hospital inspired me as a young man. So I wonder what your 
children would say, are my parents selfish? Did my parents show love? Or did my parents show the 
sacrificial love that will inspire me for the rest of my life? 
 
DREAMS 



 

 

What dreams do you have for your children? At the end of the last millennium, I was down in Augusta 
and there were families gathered and what they'd been invited to do is to write on a piece of paper their 
dreams for their children for the next millennium. If you were there, what would you have written on 
your note, your dreams for your children? Do you want success, fame and good income, kids maybe? I 
guess we all want those things. 
 In The Fathering Project, we have what we call the Sargent rule and it says, when you have a 
dream for your children, ask yourself, is this about them? Or is this about me? How much do you want 
for them because it is a reflection of what you want for yourself? Teach your kids that the word success 
isn't necessarily getting into medical school, nor is it getting power or money. Teach your kids that 
success primarily can only be determined by them internally, success as a partner, a parent, a friend, a 
community servant. Don't let them be dictated to by society to tell them whether they are successful in 
life or not. 
 
PRIVATE RYAN  
Spoiler alert, the Tom Hanks character ends up dying in the process of rescuing Private Ryan. As he's 
dying, he looks up at this young kid and he says, "Earn this. Earn this life." Then the camera goes to Ryan 
50 years later as he looks at the grave of the captain who died rescuing him. He turns to his wife and 
says, "Have I been a good man? Have I lived a good life?" I think about that when I look at my kids. I'd 
like them to think that I have been a good man. I try to be. 
 It affected me quite a bit because it's about the notion of success. Is success in life is a good life? 
So I've had a good life. Is it about industry travel, success at work, fame, lots of delicious food? Sure. It's 
all of those things. But maybe Private Ryan is right, life is a gift and a good life is mostly about being a 
good person and living a good life. I mean, how would you rate yourself as a good person? If you'd like 
more information about this subject, Google The Fathering Project or myself, Dr. Bruce Robinson. 
 


