Childhood Cancers
Cancer in children is uncommon and differs significantly from cancers seen in adults. In the UK, the highest rates of childhood cancer are diagnosed in children under the age of five.
Many childhood cancers develop from cells and tissues involved in early growth and development. This contrasts with adult cancers, which most often originate in epithelial tissues and are typically linked to the gradual accumulation of genetic changes over time.
In most cases, childhood cancer is caused by a genetic change that occurs within a single cell during development. Only a small number of cases are associated with an inherited genetic predisposition.
Common types of childhood cancer
· Leukaemia is the most frequently diagnosed childhood cancer, with Acute Lymphoblastic Leukaemia (ALL) being the most common form.
· Brain and central nervous system (CNS) tumours are the second most common, accounting for around 20% of childhood cancer diagnoses.
· Lymphoma represents approximately 10% of childhood cancers.
· Other childhood cancers include sarcomas, neuroblastoma, kidney tumours (such as Wilms tumour), and retinoblastoma.
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Overview 


In December, the Grace Kelly Childhood Cancer Trust launched a national public awareness 
campaign to highlight the early signs and symptoms of childhood cancer. It will run until the end 
of February, but our resources will be available after that day too. 


The campaign haves been developed by GPs and peer reviewed by a panel of paediatricians, 
oncologists, GPs and public health professionals. We understand the sensitive nature of this 
campaign so the messaging has been carefully, with user testing to ensure the campaign is 
clear, educational and importantly, empowering and reassuring. 


 


Why our You Know Them Best campaign is critical 


• Over 4,000 children and young people are diagnosed with cancer annually in the UK. 


• 1 in 450 children will be diagnosed before their 15th birthday with childhood cancer remaining 
the leading medical cause of death of children in the UK.  


• While five-year survival rates are now around 84%, the UK continues to lag behind many 
European countries, which is thought to be in part due to delayed diagnosis. 


• Early diagnosis improves survival and reduces the need for aggressive treatments that can leave 
lasting complications. With over 40,000 childhood cancer survivors now thought to be living in 
the UK, every General practice will have a number of childhood cancer survivors on their lists. 


• At present, there is no national campaign raising awareness of the full spectrum of childhood 
cancer symptoms. This leaves significant gaps in public understanding and contributes to 
delayed recognition. 


 


Understanding the pressures in Primary Care 


• This campaign has been written by GPs, for GPs. We understand the immense pressures 
facing primary care and do not want to add to workloads.  


• The aim is to educate families to present appropriately, not to trigger a surge in consultations. 
Resources for clinicians are concise and practical, highlighting red flags and when alarm bells 
should ring. We also have attached a 1 page quick summary as we are aware how time limited 
you are. 


• Childhood cancer symptoms often overlap with common childhood illnesses, making diagnosis 
challenging. This campaign distils the information to the essential key points. 







 
 


 


 


What we are asking you to do 


• Take a look at the campaign landing page at www.gkcct.org/youknowthembest so you can be 
aware the campaign is running in case families mention it. 


• Order our signs and symptoms awareness cards free of charge at 
https://www.gkcct.org/information-and-support/family-support/our-information-
resources/order-publications/. We stock two versions, one is for medical professionals, and the 
other is for parents.  


• Use our ready-made learning tools including ready written PowerPoint presentations on 
identifying childhood cancer suitable for practice meetings and VTS sessions. 


o Resources: gkcct.org/medical-professionals/publications-and-resources/gp-education-
and-learning-resources 


• Explore Gateway C’s free e-learning module on paediatric cancers (great for CPD) 
gatewayc.org.uk/courses/paediatric-cancers-early-diagnosis. 


 


Clinical Key Points 


• Be explicit in safety netting: 


o Give clear timeframes for review. 


o Ensure families know when and how to return if symptoms persist or worsen. 


 


Red flag symptoms in more detail: 


1. Pallor, persistent exhaustion. 
2. Persistent or recurrent pain anywhere, especially at night (beware of slow to resolve 


injuries). 
3. A persistent or growing mass, lump or swelling anywhere (note about lymphadenopathy 


here about when to be concerned) 
4. Unexplained bleeding or bruising anywhere. Beware of haematuria, old blood appears like 


cola patients may say urine looks dark. 
5. Diplopia, a new squint, or unequal colour or appearance of the eyes. [ leukocoria (pupil 


looks grey, white, silver or yellow) or an unequal appearance of eyes. A unilateral change in 
iris colour can occasionally also occur. 


6. Persistent or recurrent pyrexia with no obvious source of infection. 
7. Parental concern  
8. Three or more attendances (can increase the chances of it being cancer by up to 10- 


fold (Dommet et al).1 
 



http://www.gkcct.org/youknowthembest

https://www.gkcct.org/information-and-support/family-support/our-information-resources/order-publications/

https://www.gkcct.org/information-and-support/family-support/our-information-resources/order-publications/

https://www.gkcct.org/medical-professionals/publications-and-resources/gp-education-and-learning-resources/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

https://www.gkcct.org/medical-professionals/publications-and-resources/gp-education-and-learning-resources/?utm_source=chatgpt.com

https://www.gatewayc.org.uk/courses/paediatric-cancers-early-diagnosis/?utm_source=chatgpt.com





 
 


 


 


Other symptoms 


1. Nausea, vomiting, recurrent headaches (signs of increased ICP) 
2. Unexplained changes in mood, behaviour or slow development 
3. Persistent change in bowel habit 
4. Unusual body movements, ataxia, a new limp 
5. Unexplained weight loss, slowed growth, precocious or delayed puberty 
6. In teenagers especially: 


a. Change in appearance of moles 
b. Lumps in breasts / testicles 


• If in doubt, consider referral. 


• Always ask: 


“How many times has your child seen a health professional about this problem?” 
(Children may have already seen dentists, school nurses, or opticians without this being 
recorded in GP notes.) 


 


What Makes This Campaign Different 


• Simplified, actionable information – accessible for parents and clinicians. 


• Unified messaging – covering all childhood cancers in one campaign. This has not been done on 
such a scale before. 


• Culturally sensitive materials – designed for diverse communities. 


• Medically credible – developed by GPs, reviewed by paediatric oncologists and public health 
experts. 


• PIF Tick accredited – trusted, high-quality health information. 


 


About the Grace Kelly Childhood Cancer Trust: 


• We fund research into rare and aggressive childhood cancers. 


• Educate families and clinicians on signs and symptoms. 


• Produce accessible booklets to explain diagnoses and treatments. 


• Provide financial, practical, and emotional support to families through our face-to-face family 
support service. 


 


 







 
 


 


Our Achievements to Date 


• Distributed over 3 million signs and symptoms awareness cards across the UK. 


• Partnered with the Institute of Health Visitors to create tailored resources and training. 


• Delivered guidance to 44,000+ GPs and nurse practitioners through Red Whale updates. 


• Developed educational tools featured in RCGP e-learning, Paediatric PEARLS, and InnovAiT. 


• Hold PIF Tick accreditation for trusted health information and AMRC accreditation for high-
quality research. 


• Partnered in the creation of a new e-learning module on childhood cancers with Clarity C and 
the CCLG. 


 


Final Message 


Childhood cancer is a diagnosis no one wants to miss. Please keep it in mind when something 
“just doesn’t feel right”. 


Together, we can ensure children and young people receive the timely diagnosis and 
treatment they deserve. 
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