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"The real voyage of
discovery consists not of
seeking new landscapes,
but in having new eyes."
Marcel Proust
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welcome
As people with cancer finish active treatment and look towards returning
to daily life, it is very common that they will have questions about their
recovery. There may be uncertainty about next steps. Recovering from
cancer treatment isn’t only about recuperation, but also about healing –
physically, emotionally, and spiritually. The Looking Forward program offers
support and resources during recovery for patients and their families.
We consider recovery as a process fundamentally based on personal
experience. It was vital to us that people who have experienced recovery
be part of the collaboration with healthcare professionals and researchers
in developing the Looking Forward program. Former patients shared their
perspectives, identified key priorities, and collaborated on the design and
format. It is our firm belief that through their engagement this program will
be a practical and relevant source of information. We are grateful to the
Rossy Cancer Network, other sponsors and participants for this opportunity.

Rosana Faria, L.Ps.
Clinical Psychologist and
Coordinator of Psychosocial
Oncology, St. Mary’s Hospital

Susan Law, PhD
Principal scientist,
St. Mary’s
Research Centre

The Rossy Cancer Network (RCN) is a partnership of McGill University’s
Faculty of Medicine and its affiliated teaching hospitals: the McGill
University Health Centre, the Jewish General Hospital and St. Mary’s
Hospital Center. Launched in 2012 thanks to a transformative gift from
the Rossy Family Foundation, the RCN is a 10-year initiative to improve
quality across the continuum of cancer care for patients in the
McGill-affiliated hospitals.
Among the RCN’s key priorities is improving the patient experience
throughout their cancer journey. The Looking Forward initiative addresses
the transition to survivorship after treatment – a crucial moment in
a patient’s cancer journey and one where more support is often required.
The RCN is proud to support of this initiative which provides much needed
information and assistance to cancer patients who are adjusting to the ‘new
normal’ in their lives following treatment.

Dr. Ari Meguerditchian,
Cancer Quality & Innovation
Program Lead, RCN

Dr. Wilson H. Miller,
Clinical Lead, RCN
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Meet the Experts
Rosana Faria, Psychologist

Rosana Faria is a clinical psychologist and coordinator of psychosocial oncology at St. Mary’s Hospital. Her research interests are
in finding ways to improve patient experiences and psycho-social
health outcomes for people with cancer.

Janet Steinberg, Psychotherapist

Janet Steinberg holds a Master’s degree in Social Work from McGill
University, as well as a post-graduate certificate in Couple and
Family Therapy. She works at St. Mary’s Hospital with patients and
families affected by cancer, and also has a private practice where
she offers individual, couple and family counseling.

Maria Milioto, Physiotherapist

Maria Milioto is a physiotherapist and an expert in interdisciplinary
and occupational rehabilitation. She is co-owner and director of 6
Cliniques d’Évaluation et de Réadaptation in Montreal, and is also
a member of the administrative council of Coalition Priorité
Cancer au Québec.

Tarek Hijal, Radiation Oncologist

Dr. Hijal is a radiation oncologist at the McGill University
Health Centre. His clinical interests include breast cancer,
colorectal cancer and hematologic malignancies. His research
mainly focuses on decreasing treatment durations in breast
cancer radiotherapy.

Joan Zidulka, Oncologist

Dr. Zidulka is a hematologist-oncologist at St. Mary’s Hospital and
an associate professor in the Departments of Medicine and Oncology
at McGill University. As a community-based oncologist she works
with all the common solid and hematological tumors.
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de Montréal. She has worked as a pivot nurse in cancer care,
specializing in breast cancer and palliative care, at St. Mary’s
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chapter 1

"When you bring peace to
your past, you can move
forward to your future"
Author unknown

8

1. WHAT’S NEXT:

BEING MINDFUL ABOUT
YOUR ‘NEW NORMAL’
SECTION

IDENTIFYING AND UNDERSTANDING YOUR NEEDS
Starting your recovery

11

II.

GETTING TO KNOW YOUR ‘NEW NORMAL’
The self-assessment

13

SECTION

PRACTICAL QUESTIONNAIRE
Identify your needs

17

SECTION

YOUR ROADMAP
Find all the information you need

23

I.

SECTION

III.

IV.

You have finished treatment and are entering the recovery phase.
Recovery is a period of transition. It is a time when you can reflect on
everything that you’ve gone through, and prepare yourself to move from
that stage of your life to the new chapter that is before you. While you
were in treatment, you were probably mostly focused on getting yourself
through that challenging time; but now you can turn your attention to
regaining strength and healing yourself.

NADIA, recovering from breast cancer, age 59

"When we are in treatment, we just think
about surviving. The healing process
starts when we finish the treatment."
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It is often assumed that after cancer treatment, people return to their life
as it was before; however, this is not always the case. The experience of
cancer treatment can affect the mind and body beyond treating the
disease. Some people recover quite easily. Others may find it more
challenging to return to everyday life, as they don’t feel that they are
the same person that they were before, emotionally or physically. There
are many reasons for all of these feelings and everyone’s experience is
unique; but at the centre is the idea that having had cancer can cause
changes in a person, which can also affect their life in general. That is
why people often refer to life after treatment as the ‘new normal’.
Time is important in the healing process, for the mind and the body.
Although it can be difficult to be patient with the process, it is
important to understand that the range of emotions can be all over the
place, and it is all normal. Some people feel a roller coaster of emotions,
from relief and excitement for the future, to feeling anxious and angry
that they are in this situation. People also talk about feeling disoriented
at first because their lives are no longer structured by medical
appointments, treatments and tests. Physical effects from treatment
can add another layer of challenges to the recovery phase. As with
emotional effects, physical effects have a large range, depending on the
treatment you received, and can vary widely from person to person.
AMELIA, recovering from breast cancer, age 49

"I kind of felt lost and like I had been thrown on
some deserted island. I felt my whole life was really
upside down. It was just like a complete unknown."

It is not unusual to feel that you do not have a clear path, or a plan of
where to begin, for your recovery. During your treatment you were likely
surrounded by your medical team who advised you every step of the
way; but now many of the choices and decisions will be up to you. The
goal of the Looking Forward kit is to help you prepare a plan — a road
map — to discover what is important for you in your recovery, and to
offer information, tips and strategies on how to address your needs and
concerns. The information presented in the Looking Forward kit was
prepared with the advice of people who have gone through cancer
treatment and recovery, as well as health professionals who care for
people throughout their experience. We hope it will help you.
These booklets do not provide an in-depth assessment of any particular
type of cancer; you must always seek professional help to aid you in
your recovery.
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SECTION I. IDENTIFYING AND
UNDERSTANDING YOUR NEEDS
DURING RECOVERY
where to start?

During your recovery, it can be helpful to take the time to understand
where you feel you are now physically, emotionally and socially, what
has changed for you, and how to adapt to these changes as part of your
current life.
Recovery is a process; it does not all happen from one day to the next.
Taking the time to reflect on the current state of your health, wellbeing,
and personal relationships can be a good place to start in order to
move forward. Some people would like to leave their cancer experience
behind, but this is not an easy thing to do. All of our experiences are
continually shaping and reshaping us, and our present and future lives.
They become part of who we are. By acknowledging the changes that
have occurred because of your treatment experience, you can begin to
find ways to connect your before and after worlds in the most helpful
way for you. It is important not to ignore what has happened regarding
your cancer experience when you are planning how you want to live your
life going forward.

recovery
11

The changes that you identify may be very small, or they may lead to a
major shift in the way you live your life. Understanding where you are
now in terms of your experience and its effects, can help you regain a
sense of control over your life. This is important because during your
recovery it will be mostly your own choices and decisions that will
determine what your recovery will look like. Thinking about what you
need to do for yourself to recover, and what is possible for you to do,
and then taking the steps forward towards these goals can be very
empowering. You are the best person to know what you need.
Section II will go into more detail about the things you may want to
consider during recovery, as you look forward to what is next for you.
Section III includes a practical questionnaire to help guide you through
this process.

“Our life pathway reflects how our choices were
made; how the results of our choices were
incorporated and how changes were embraced;
then, just then, we can have stories to tell about
our life experience.”
- Rosana Faria, psychologist
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SECTION II.
GETTING TO KNOW
YOUR ‘NEW NORMAL’
THE SELF-ASSESSMENT
Understanding and awareness are two important tools when you
approach self-assessment. How you combine the effects of your
treatment experience with your life in recovery and beyond will be unique
to you; however, there are some basic steps that anyone can use to
explore their feelings a bit more deeply.
In this section, you will be introduced to the idea of assessing
yourself. This is like taking a survey of what’s going on with your body
and your emotions. The assessment is divided into 3 parts: your
physical wellbeing, your thoughts and emotions, and your relationships
with the people in your life. In each part, some things or ideas will be
proposed for you to think about.

your physical wellbeing

With time, your body will recover from treatment. It is important to give
yourself this time and to be aware of what your body is telling you as
you recover. Physical recovery does not only mean that the body heals;
it also means accepting any physical changes that you may have, and
being able to move forward with your life.
Many people who have experienced cancer feel physically different,
whether it is visible to other people (such as the loss of a limb), or not
(such as with fatigue or pain). You may feel you have been betrayed by
your body, or perhaps you have feelings of guilt because you didn’t lead
a healthy lifestyle before your diagnosis. It is hard to understand the real
randomness of cancer – it is more helpful at this stage to think about
how your body handled the treatment, and how you can take care of it
going forward. Take the time to listen to your body and pay attention to
how you have been feeling physically since you began recovery.
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Some things to consider are:
• Level of fatigue
• Level of pain
• Appetite
• Mobility issues (ability to move around)
• Level of energy
• Any concerns with your body
take some notes: Since beginning my recovery, physically I feel...

your emotional and spiritual wellbeing

After treatment you may be feeling a variety of emotions, such as:
• Relief
• Loneliness
• Joy
• Happiness
• Anger
• Sadness
• Depressed feelings
• Gratitude
• Fear
• Love
• Excitement about the future
• Stress
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Experiencing intense feelings, which sometimes seem to be in
competition with each other, is normal during a period of transition such
as recovery. You have been through an intense period of your life, and
perhaps you kept some of your emotions in the background as you
focussed on dealing with your illness. Now that you are in recovery,
strong emotions may come to the surface.
All of your emotions are natural and true, and the way you respond to
them is unique to you. It is important, however, to acknowledge these
feelings to be able to move through them. It can be helpful to take a step
back, look at your emotions without judgement, and think about how
they are affecting your recovery. Speaking with someone you trust, or
with people who have been through the same experience, can also be
helpful. As you go through this process, remember to always be kind
to yourself.
Another important part of your emotional wellbeing is your belief
system. A belief system is a way of looking at life and the world. It may
be spiritual or religious, or it may be a set of values or morals that guide
how you live your life. Belief systems can help us understand the
meaning and purpose of life, give us inner strength and hope, and can
help us come to terms with the things that happen in our lives that
cannot be easily explained.
When some people experience a
serious illness, their beliefs may
become stronger. For others, it
causes them to question their
beliefs, or search for new meanings
and deeper connections with people
and the world around them. Any
and all of this is a normal part of the
cancer experience, and like the
physical, emotional and social
changes you may have gone
through, this will take time for you
to think about and to explore.
Speaking with someone you trust —
a friend, a family member, spiritual
advisor, or a professional — may
help you through this process.
take some notes:
Since beginning my recovery,
emotionally I am feeling...
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your relationships and social life

Your relationships with your partner, family, friends and work colleagues
may have changed since you were diagnosed and in treatment.
Relationships with significant others may have been either strengthened
or challenged by the experience of diagnosis and treatment. It is
possible that in recovery you will want to spend time reconnecting with
your partner, or working through the emotions that both of you may be
dealing with at this time.
Some people find that they received tremendous support from some of
the people in their life, and surprisingly little support from others, which
can affect relationships. The end of treatment can also change some of
your social relationships because you as a person may have changed.
The role that others expect you to play, or the way they expect you to be,
may not be the same as what feels right for you at this time.
For example, a supervisor at work may expect you to go back to your
job with the same motivation as you had before, but your goals may be
different now. Or, friends may believe that since you are in recovery there
is no need to talk about your cancer experience anymore. Your family
members may be looking forward to you getting back to daily life, or
they may be afraid that you are too fragile to get back to daily life and
take on the role that you had before treatment. It can be helpful to think
about how your relationships are affecting your recovery and which
ones are important for you to work on.
take some notes: About my relationships with my partner, family,
friends and/or colleagues, I feel...
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SECTION III. PRACTICAL
QUESTIONNAIRE TO IDENTIFY
YOUR NEEDS
Now that you have taken the time to think about your experience, you may
have some ideas about what areas of your life you would like to focus on
during your recovery. This section includes a questionnaire with practical
questions that will help you prepare a kind of road map to recovery, by
highlighting the areas where you may need more information, guidance
and/or help. We invite you to complete this questionnaire, and then
consult the chart on page 22 that will show you where you can find the
information that you are looking for in the booklets.
We wish you all the best for your recovery!
Check the statements that relate to your present experience:
About your physical condition:

fatigue is affecting my daily life

i’m not sleeping well

it’s a challenge for me to concentrate
on things for a period of time

i’m having trouble remembering
things
i’m experiencing pain since my
treatment
i’m experiencing tingling, numbing
sensations in my hands or feet

i have some swelling in my arm(s),
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i have some swelling in my arm(s),
leg(s), or neck
my sense of taste has changed

i have some discomfort in my
mouth/teeth

i am concerned about my weight gain
or loss
i am experiencing loss of control of
bowel or bladder function
i’m interested in learning about how
i can manage my post-treatment
side effects with healthy living
i’d like some tips on how to speak
effectively with my healthcare team
about my side effects
i’m interested in learning about
complementary therapies and how
they may help manage my side effects

i would like to know more about how
nutrition and an active lifestyle can
help me recover and live well
i wonder what types of foods i should
eat to help manage my weight gain or
weight loss
i would like some nutrition tips for
managing side effects

i need to identify what types of
exercises or physical training i can do

18

i have some questions about

i need to identify what types of
exercises or physical training i can do
i have some questions about
sexuality and intimacy
i’d like to know where i can find
information about rehabilitation
services
i would like to know how to search
for reliable information about
my illness and recovery

About your emotional/spiritual wellbeing:

i would like to know more about the
activities i can do that can help
improve my emotional wellbeing
i think fatigue is affecting my mood

i have concerns about the cancer
coming back

i feel down and unable to shake off
my sadness. am i depressed?
my emotions are interfering with
moving forward in my recovery
anger is showing up in my life

i am feeling more anxious than usual
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i am feeling more anxious than usual

i think i need someone to talk to about
what i am going through, but i’m not
sure where to start

About your relationships and work:

i would like to know more about the
things i should consider when i am
planning my gradual return to work
i’d like some tips on how to address my
work gap in my cv or when talking to
a potential employer
i would like to understand what my rights
are regarding requesting reasonable
accommodation from my employer

i would like to know if i have to tell a
potential employer about my illness
i would like some advice about how to
talk to my employer and work colleagues
about my cancer experience
i will be looking for a new job and i
would like some tips and strategies
that will help me
i am thinking about changing my job or
career and would like some advice on how
i should start and what i should consider
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i have decided not to return to work,
or i can no longer work.
what should i be considering?

career and would like some advice on how
i should start and what i should consider

i have decided not to return to work,
or i can no longer work.
what should i be considering?
i think the people who cared for me during
my treatment could use some support and
advice now that i am in recovery

i would like some advice on dating and
socializing now that i have completed
treatment
i feel like a different person now, but i’m
not sure exactly how or why this is so
my cancer experience has changed my
relationship with my partner, family,
and/or friends

CONSULT THE CHART ON THE
FOLLOWING PAGE THAT WILL INDICATE
THE CHAPTER WITH THE INFORMATION
YOU ARE LOOKING FOR
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The Looking Forward kit is for information purposes only and is not intended to
replace the advice of qualified healthcare providers.
The information included here is offered for your education and guidance, and
should always be considered in conjunction with your personal situation and
medical condition. Readers should not delay seeking or disregard professional
medical advice because of information encountered in this kit. This information
is intended to help prepare you to address challenges you may have during your
recovery, and to create a plan, set realistic goals, and be able to discuss them with
your healthcare team, as well as with family and friends.
All care has been taken to ensure that the information contained here is accurate
and based on current evidence at the time of publication. Please note that we are
not responsible for the quality of the services or information provided by other
organizations listed in the booklet. We do not endorse any particular service,
product, treatment or therapy. If the website you are accessing is no longer active,
please use the bolded part of the address and then search the particular topic you
want. Some of the URLs (website addresses) included in this booklet may change
as organizations update their information.
The names of patients have been changed to protect their privacy.
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