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INTRODUCTION:

UNDERSTANDING THE BEADS OF
COURAGE COLOR GUIDE

For children facing serious illnesses,
every medical procedure, every hospital
stay, and every small victory along the
treatment journey matters deeply. The
Beads of Courage program was
created to honor these experiences in a
profoundly personal and visual way. At
the heart of this program lies the Beads
of Courage Color Guide, a thoughtfully
designed system that assigns specific
colors to different treatments,
milestones, and emotions. Each bead
tells a story, and together, they form a
tangible narrative of courage, resilience,
and hope. This guide will walk you
through the meaning behind each color,
how the program benefits children and
families, and how you can support or
participate in this remarkable initiative.

WHAT IS THE BEADS OF
COURAGE PROGRAM?

Founded in 2004 by Dr. Jill Johnson, a
pediatric nurse practitioner, the Beads
of Courage program is a nonprofit
organization that supports children and
teens coping with serious illnesses. The
program uses colorful beads to help
young patients document, reflect upon,
and celebrate their treatment journeys.
Each bead color corresponds to a
specific treatment or milestone, creating
a personalized necklace or bracelet that

grows with the child. The program is
currently used in over 200 hospitals
across the United States and several
other countries, reaching thousands of
children each year.

The Beads of Courage Color Guide is
an essential resource for parents,
caregivers, healthcare providers, and the
children themselves. It ensures
consistency across participating
institutions while allowing for flexibility
to meet each child's unique needs.
Understanding this guide helps everyone
involved appreciate the depth and
meaning behind each bead added to a
child's collection.

A COMPLETE BREAKDOWN OF
THE BEADS OF COURAGE COLOR
GUIDE

Below is a detailed look at what each
bead color represents. While variations
exist among different hospitals and
programs, the following interpretations
are widely accepted within the Beads of
Courage community.

White Beads: A
New Beginning

White beads symbolize the start of the
treatment journey. Often, a white bead
is given on the day of diagnosis or on the
first day of treatment. It marks the
beginning of a path that requires
immense bravery. White also represents
purity, clarity, and the blank slate from
which a story of courage unfolds. For
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many families, this first bead carries
emotional weight as it signals the
moment everything changed.

Red Beads:
Blood
Transfusions and
Procedures

Red beads are typically awarded for
blood transfusions or any procedure
involving the drawing of blood. Red is a
powerful color that represents life,
vitality, and the body's constant renewal.
Receiving a red bead helps a child
recognize that each transfusion or blood
draw is a step toward healing. It
transforms a potentially frightening
experience into a moment of
acknowledgment and pride.

Blue Beads:
Clinic Visits and
Chemotherapy

Blue beads often signify clinic visits,
chemotherapy treatments, or other
regular medical appointments. Blue
evokes feelings of calm, trust, and
stability—qualities that are especially
important during the uncertainty of
treatment. Each blue bead represents
another day the child showed up, faced
their fears, and moved forward. For
many children, collecting blue beads
becomes a way to track progress over
time.

Yellow Beads:
Radiation
Therapy

Yellow beads are commonly used to
represent radiation therapy sessions.
Yellow is a bright, optimistic color that
symbolizes energy, warmth, and hope.
Radiation treatments can be
intimidating, especially for young
children, but the yellow bead reframes
the experience as an act of courage.
Each yellow bead shines like a small sun,
reminding the child that they are getting
stronger with every session.

Green Beads:
Surgery or
Invasive
Procedures

Green beads are awarded for surgeries
and other invasive medical procedures.
Green is associated with growth,
renewal, and health—fitting for a
procedure intended to heal the body.
Surgery can be one of the most
challenging parts of a treatment journey,
and the green bead honors the bravery it
takes to undergo an operation. It also
celebrates the recovery that follows.

Purple Beads:
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Hospital

Admissions and

Stays

Purple beads represent overnight
hospital stays or extended admissions.
Purple is often associated with royalty,
dignity, and resilience. For a child,
spending days or weeks in a hospital
room can feel isolating, but each purple
bead acknowledges their strength in
enduring that experience. The color also
carries a sense of creativity and
imagination, reminding children that
their spirit remains free even when their
body is confined.

Orange Beads:
Special
Milestones and
Celebrations

Orange beads are used for special
milestones, such as the end of a
treatment phase, a birthday celebrated
in the hospital, or a significant personal
achievement. Orange is a warm, vibrant
color that embodies enthusiasm, joy,
and success. These beads are often
among the most cherished because they
mark moments of triumph—the light at
the end of a dark tunnel. They remind
the child and their family that the
journey includes victories worth
celebrating.

Pink Beads: Gifts
and Acts of
Kindness

Pink beads are typically given to children
when they receive a gift, a visit from a
special person, or an act of kindness
from a staff member or volunteer. Pink
represents love, compassion, and
tenderness. These beads help children
see that they are surrounded by people
who care about them, even during
difficult times. They reinforce the idea
that kindness is a powerful part of
healing.

Silver and Gold
Beads: Major
Milestones

Silver and gold beads are reserved for
the most significant milestones in a
child's treatment journey. A silver bead
might mark the completion of a full cycle
of chemotherapy, while a gold bead is
often given for completing all treatment
and entering survivorship or
maintenance. These beads shimmer with
meaning, representing the pinnacle of
courage and endurance. They are tokens
of incredible achievement that children
and their families can look back on with
immense pride.

Clear or Crystal



Béads: " Memory
and
Remembrance

Clear or crystal beads serve a deeply
emotional purpose. They are used to
honor the memory of a child who has
passed away or to remember a
significant loss during the treatment
journey. The transparency of the bead
reflects the idea that while the person is
no longer physically present, their spirit
and impact remain clear and lasting.
These beads allow for grief to be
acknowledged within the program,
offering a way to carry memories
forward with love and respect.

Bead Colors That
Vary by Program

It is important to note that the Beads of
Courage Color Guide may vary slightly
depending on the hospital or local
program coordinator. Some institutions

add custom colors for  specific
treatments like stem cell transplants,
dialysis, or immunotherapy. For

instance, a hospital might introduce a
teal bead for certain types of therapy or
a rainbow bead for children who
complete a particularly challenging
series of treatments. Families and
healthcare providers should always refer
to their local guide for the exact color
meanings used in their setting.

HOW THE BEADS OF COURAGE
PROGRAM BENEFITS CHILDREN

The impact of the Beads of Courage
program goes far beyond the beads
themselves. For children, the act of
receiving a bead after a procedure
transforms a potentially traumatic
experience into a moment of recognition
and reward. It gives them a sense of
control over their journey and a visual
reminder of their own strength. The
beads become a conversation starter,
allowing children to share their story
with siblings, friends, and classmates in
a way that feels empowering rather than
scary.

For parents and caregivers, the beads
provide a way to talk about treatment
without focusing solely on the pain or
fear. The color guide helps them frame
difficult conversations around courage
and progress. Watching a child's
necklace grow over months or years can
be incredibly moving—it becomes a
living timeline of resilience that the
entire family can take pride in.

Healthcare providers also benefit from
the program. The Beads of Courage
Color Guide gives nurses, doctors, and
child life specialists a simple but
powerful tool for connecting with young
patients. It helps build trust and rapport,
turning routine procedures into shared
moments of acknowledgment. Many
hospitals report that children who
participate in the program show reduced
anxiety and increased cooperation
during treatments.

HOW TO USE THE BEADS OF
COURAGE COLOR GUIDE AT HOME

While the program is primarily
implemented in hospital settings,
families can also use the principles of
the Beads of Courage Color Guide at
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home. If your child is undergoing
treatment at a hospital that does not yet
participate in the program, you can
create your own version. Purchase a
variety of beads in the colors described
above, along with a sturdy string or
necklace, and start building a collection
that reflects your child's journey.

Involve your child in the process as
much as possible. Let them choose the
beads and decide when to add them.
Talk about what each color means and
encourage them to share their story with
others. Over time, the necklace will
become a cherished keepsake that holds
deep personal significance. It can also be
a helpful tool for preparing for upcoming
procedures—reviewing the beads
together can remind your child of all the
challenges they have already overcome.

SUPPORTING THE BEADS OF
COURAGE PROGRAM

The Beads of Courage program relies on
donations, volunteers, and community
support to continue its work. If you are
inspired by the Beads of Courage
Color Guide and the mission behind it,
there are several ways you can help.
Monetary donations allow the
organization to provide free bead kits to
hospitals and families. You can also
organize a bead drive in your community
or volunteer your time to assemble bead
kits. Many crafters and artists contribute
handmade beads to the program, adding
a unique and personal touch that
children love.

Spreading awareness is another
meaningful way to support the program.

Share the Beads of Courage Color
Guide with friends, family, or social
media networks. The more people
understand the program and its impact,
the more children can benefit from this
beautiful tradition. Hospitals interested
in joining the program can find
information on the official Beads of
Courage website, including application
details and training resources for staff.

CONCLUSION: THE POWER OF A
BEAD

The Beads of Courage Color Guide is
far more than a simple chart of colors
and meanings. It is a language of
bravery, a map of healing, and a
testament to the human spirit. Each
bead carries the weight of a real
experience—a needle, a scan, a
sleepless night in a hospital bed, a hug
from a nurse, or the ringing of a bell on
the last day of treatment. For the
children who wear these beads, each
color is a badge of honor, a small but
mighty symbol of everything they have
endured and overcome.

Whether you are a parent, a healthcare
provider, a donor, or simply someone
looking for a way to support children
facing serious illness, understanding the
Beads of Courage Color Guide opens
a window into a world where courage is
celebrated one bead at a time. In a
journey filled with uncertainty, these
colorful beads provide clarity,
connection, and hope. They remind us
that even in the darkest moments, there
is always a reason to add another
bead—and another story of courage to
tell.



