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"Sometimes you have to 
go through things and not 

around them."
Author unknown
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Many people feel a complicated set of emotions and reactions when 
they finish treatment. While they may be relieved and happy that 
treatment is over, they may also feel sadness or anger, or anxiety about 
the future. How people approach their recovery and cope with their 
challenges will affect their emotions and the level of distress that they 
may experience during this time. ‘Distress’ is a term that is used to 
describe the unpleasant emotions that can occur during difficult times 
and that can interfere with the ability to cope. While it is normal to have 
some level of distress as a result of being diagnosed with cancer and 
having to go through treatment, it is also important to be able to 
understand it, to find ways to work through it, and to get help if it 
becomes overwhelming. When people try to deny or hold in their 
emotional distress, they may find that the emotions get stronger 
and more difficult to deal with. 

“Being told you have cancer is a major event in your life. 
What thoughts and feelings you have are not as important 

as what you do with them.”*

*Harpham, Wendy S. Diagnosis, cancer : your guide to the first months of healthy survivorship. New York. 
W.W. Norton & Co, 2003, p. 163.
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There is no wrong way to feel when you are emotionally distressed. The 
experience of diagnosis and treatment is particular to every person, and 
the emotions and reactions that come with the experience can vary  
widely and be different for everyone. Common unpleasant  
emotions and reactions can include:

It is not unhealthy to experience strong emotions unless they get in way 
of recovery and being able to move forward with life. For example,  
unresolved emotional distress – emotional distress that has not been 
worked out – may prevent someone from eating or sleeping well. Not  
dealing with emotional distress may interfere with honest discussions 
about recovery with the healthcare team or make relationships with  
loved ones difficult. Distressful emotions may affect a person’s ability 
to cope well with everyday life.

The way people work through their emotions will be as unique to them 
as the emotions are. It is important during this time to simply recognize 
your feelings without judgement. Speaking with people you know and 
trust, with a support group, or one-one-one with someone who has 
been through a similar experience can help. Some people find it helpful 
to write down their thoughts in a journal. If your emotions become too 
much for you to handle, professional counseling may be the most 
helpful way to deal with the situation (see section VI, Healing over time 
for support groups and services).

“Unpleasant emotions are not the problem; they are the  
signal of a problem or your body’s response to a problem.”*

• Sadness
• Depressed feelings
• Anxiety
• Anger
• Fear
• Loneliness
• Less sexual drive

• Crying
• Confusion
• Feeling a loss of control
• Irrational thoughts (thoughts that 

don’t seem to make sense)
• Difficulties sleeping
• Poor concentration
• Panic

*Harpham, Wendy S. Diagnosis, cancer : your guide to the first months of healthy survivorship. New York. 
W.W. Norton & Co, 2003, p. 163.
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It is common to hear life after cancer treatment described as adjusting 
to a ‘new normal’. There is also often an expectation from others that 
the person in recovery will be able to ‘get back to normal’. It can be a 
challenge, and sometimes impossible, to figure all of this out. People  
often feel differently about things – sometimes about everything –  
after going through a cancer experience. Physically and emotionally, 
‘back to normal’ may seem far away. Recovery can be a time to explore 
these changes and feelings, and to learn more about the person you are 
now. It can be very powerful to acknowledge the cancer experience and 
to think about how it may have brought about new feelings, ideas, 
perspectives and priorities about life. Some people may also find that 
previous relationships with partners, family members, friends and 
colleagues may need to be adjusted or clarified. 

This chapter will explore the most common emotions and reactions 
experienced by people who have completed treatment, and offer some 
ideas about how to take a closer look at relationships – with the self, 
and with others. Whatever you may be feeling at this time, know that 
others have felt the same and that it is possible to move through these 
emotions and regain a sense of balance and control to your life. 
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SECTION I. FEELING SAD, 
FEELING DEPRESSED

Recovery is a period of transition. It is normal to have feelings of 
sadness that come and go during this time. For people who have been 
through treatment, the deepest sadness often happens right after the 
intense activity of medical appointments and treatment sessions end. 
Along with the sadness, there can be a sense of abandonment (feeling 
that you have been left all alone) and loneliness. While sadness can be 
set off by many things in a person’s life, the reasons for sadness at this 
time can usually be related to feelings of loss - for the person you were 
before illness, of hopes and expectations, and of the assumption of 
immortality that human beings often have. 

Acknowledging your feelings of sadness can be a step towards 
recovery. Keeping sadness bottled up inside takes a lot of energy that 
could be put to better use in the healing process. It can be very helpful 
to express and share sadness with people who understand it. This could 
be with close friends or family members, or perhaps with people who 
have been through a similar experience. 

sadness

“Post-treatment support groups can play an 
important role when dealing with sadness and 
difficulties with adjustments. They give the 
opportunity, in a safe space, to share stories and 
experiences with others who have had a similar 
experience. In a support group, people can share 
coping strategies and talk through the aspects of 
recovery that they are finding to be difficult.”
- Rosana Faria, psychologist

“Actually I’m even happier now, I value every hour even 
more now. But right after treatment, I felt that the 
sadness was like - that guy, that Michael, is gone.” 

MICHAEL, recovering from Hodgkin’s lymphoma, age 39
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depression
*

Patients in recovery may feel that they have to be strong and brave,  
especially since others around them may think that the worse is over 
and it is now time to get on with life. But it is not uncommon for people 
who have been through diagnosis and treatment to feel symptoms of  
depression at some stage of their cancer experience, including recovery. 

There will probably be good days and bad days during the recovery  
process after cancer treatment; everyone feels ‘blue’ or sad at times. 
But if the sadness does not lift — and if it is combined with other  
feelings like hopelessness, worthlessness, and a loss of interest in 
doing things, along with physical symptoms such as difficulties 
sleeping, poor appetite and a loss of concentration — this may be a sign 
of depression. The stronger these feelings or symptoms are, and the 
longer they last, the more likely it is that a person is dealing with 
depression. It is also important to note that some medications may 
cause depression. Speak with your doctor for more information.

Depression can make it very difficult for a person to get through their 
day and their ordinary activities, and to appreciate the good things in 
their life. However, people who are depressed can get better with time 
and with help. Depression is a medical problem the same as any other 
condition or illness, and its symptoms should be discussed with a 
health professional just like any other physical symptom that concerns 
you. Once depression is diagnosed, steps can be taken to treat it. 

Depression can happen to anyone at any point in their life, even if the 
person has always been able to cope with difficult situations in the past. 
Speaking with a professional about these symptoms will help to  
determine what has triggered them, and the most beneficial way of  
treating them. 

Notes

When you see this symbol, it means that if you are concerned about this topic, 
you may wish to have a discussion with your healthcare team. 

*
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Why is it important to diagnose depression?

• It is a medical condition that can be treated.
• It may negatively affect your health.
• It may make it difficult to enjoy life.
• It may make it difficult to follow through with the decisions that 

need to be made about recovery (changes to nutrition or physical 
activity, for example).

• It may affect relationships with the people you care about and who 
care about you.

SYLVIE, RECOVERING PATIENT, AGE 64
“I had tears often after my treatments. Me, who thought I was a 
superwoman. I had a little bit of depression. I spent about two 
weeks in a row crying. My oldest daughter used to phone me 
and say, “Mommy, there’s something wrong with you.” I didn’t 
even realize the state I was in. So I got in touch with the 
psychologist at the cancer centre who really helped me. It gave 
me so much courage, and now I’m taking Qi Gong and 
meditation with a support group. I feel at home there, in a way, 
because you don’t tell your story, nobody asks questions, 
there’s a lot of respect, but there’s a unity. We all feel like we 
have passed through something.”
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SECTION II. FEELING ANGER

Anger is a common emotion for people who have been diagnosed with 
cancer. It is normal for it to appear at any point in the cancer experience, 
including recovery. Anger can reveal itself in many ways, such as 
frustration, crying or yelling.

There are so many reasons why someone could feel angry. For example, 
anger often hides or masks other emotions, such as sadness, 
helplessness or fear. Sometimes, it is difficult to know what to do with 
the feelings of anger – in fact, sometimes you may not even realize that 
you are angry. You may find that you become easily irritated, frustrated, 
or annoyed with yourself, your healthcare team members, or with the  
medical system. Sometimes even with those you love. 

Feelings of anger are not bad emotions in themselves, and there is  
certainly a place for anger to be expressed in the cancer experience. 
What is important, however, is what you do with the anger. If you try 
to ignore it or push it down, or feel that you do not have the right to be 
angry, this can lead to a fear of losing control. Or, sometimes anger can 
look like a tug of war between rage and pushing people away, and the 
need for support. If anger wins, it can turn against the person who is 
angry and may eventually lead to depression. 

It can be useful to explore feelings of anger and what they are all about. 
And, most importantly, to figure out what you want to do about them. 

It is important to understand the difference between expressing anger 
and acting on angry feelings. Expressing anger, for example, could be  
discussing how you feel with someone in a calm setting; acting on 
angry feelings would include yelling at someone for no clear reason.

the source of anger

working through anger
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HealtHy ways to express anger
The best way to deal with anger is to identify it and find a healthy 
way to express it. Consider the following tips when you find 
yourself feeling angry:

• Recognize your anger. Sometimes people act on their anger  
before they know that they are struggling with this emotion.

• Avoid taking out your anger on others. Direct your anger at the 
cause of the feelings, rather than at other people.

• Don’t let anger hide other feelings. People sometimes use  
anger to hide painful feelings that are difficult or uncomfortable 
to express, such as sadness or hopelessness.

• Don’t wait for anger to build up. Express your feelings as soon 
as you recognize them. If you hold them in, you are more likely 
to express anger in an unhealthy way.

• Find a safe way to express your anger. You can express and let 
go of your anger in a number of healthy ways, including:

 Discuss the reasons for your anger with a trusted friend,
    family member or professional
 Do a physical activity 
 Yell out loud in a car or private room, even if you end 
    up crying
 Explore therapies, such as massage, relaxation 
    techniques, or music or art therapy

top tips

Whatever the cause of the anger, and whatever reactions result, it is 
helpful to express your feelings in a meaningful and safe way. It often 
helps to talk to someone about the reasons why you might be feeling 
angry. This person could be a trusted friend, family member, or a 
professional. Keeping a journal of your feelings and thoughts can also 
be helpful. Sometimes, directing your emotions into an activity you 
enjoy, such as exercise or a hobby, can be very useful to help let go of 
difficult emotions, such as anger. 

When anger has been identified and expressed, the way it looks, how 
you see it, and how it affects you can be changed. You need to have an  
understanding of anger, and a certain level of acceptance of it as an  
emotional reality, to successfully deal with it.

Source: Cancer.Net. “Coping with Anger”. Alexandria, VA, Jan 2016. American Society of Clinical 
Oncology. Web. Accessed June 6, 2016. [http://www.cancer.net/coping-with-cancer/managing-emotions/co-
ping-with-anger].



12

“Anger can sometimes be a challenging emotion to 
deal with, but it is important to see it as a normal one. 
It is not that anger is bad; it is what you do with it 
that counts. It’s important to take the time to explore 
or understand what the feelings of anger might be 
telling you. Often the anger represents or masks other 
emotions such as fear or sadness. Don’t run away 
from feelings of anger, such as keeping it ‘bottled up 
inside you’. Simply take the time to understand what it 
is telling you.”
- Dr. Marc Hamel, psychologist

 go furtHer:

Complementary therapies may also be a helpful way to work through 
emotions, as they focus on overall wellbeing. Complementary  
therapies include art therapy, healing touch, meditation and  
aromatherapy, to name a few. For more detailed information about  
complementary therapies and how they can help, see the Canadian  
Cancer Society booklet, Complementary Therapies, at: 
www.cancer.ca/en/support-and-services/resources/publications/?region=qc.

Community resources for complementary therapies can be found in 
chapter 2, Side effects and their symptoms, page 31. 
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SECTION III. FEELING ANXIOUS
Anxiety is the body’s natural response to danger and is connected to our 
survival instinct. Anxiety has kept human beings safe for many  
thousands of years!

Like anger, anxiety shows up in many different ways, such as worry,  
uneasiness, fear, uncertainty and suspicion. These feelings are the  
body’s way of telling us that we may be threatened in some way. They 
are like an alarm that goes off in times of stress, when we feel under  
pressure, or when situations are (or seem) risky or dangerous. 

Anxiety is not necessarily a bad thing; it can encourage and motivate 
us to find answers to our questions and worries. It becomes a problem 
when we do not find solutions, and it can then interfere with recovery 
and normal daily life. 

During recovery, it is very common to experience anxious feelings about 
what will happen next. Whether these feelings are realistic or unrealistic 
(likely to happen or unlikely to happen) doesn’t matter – they are all true 
concerns for the person having them. The important thing during this 
time is to be aware of what is causing the anxiety and find a way to  
manage it. This could include talking about it someone you trust, such 
as a family member, friend or professional, and finding ways to help you 
relax and sleep well. It is also important to go to your follow-up 
appointments and stay informed about what is going on with your 
health. And always listen to what your body is telling you. 

One of the most common worries after treatment is the worry that the 
cancer will come back. This worry is most common during the first year 
of recovery and can fade gradually over time. The next section of this 
chapter speaks frankly about the fear of recurrence, a form of anxiety 
that is specific to the cancer experience. Knowing what this fear is 
about, how it can affect the body and mind, and learning how to apply 
tips and strategies to put this fear in its place, can help with the recovery 
process after treatment. 

It is also possible to feel higher levels of anxiety 
because of a lack of proper sleep, medications 

(such as steroids) or medical conditions 
(such as a thyroid problem). 

*

When you see this symbol, it means that if you are concerned about this topic, 
you may wish to have a discussion with your healthcare team. 

*
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SECTION IV. THE FEAR OF 
RECURRENCE 

“Just imagine with me that your frightening thoughts are 
like voices on a radio. They can be controlled by changing 

the volume. When the volume is up too high, the noise 
(your fear) is so loud you can’t hear or think of anything 

else. But you can turn the volume down, so low that you still 
hear the noise (your fear) in the background, but it doesn’t 

bother you so much, and you can concentrate 
on other things.”*

*Holland, Jimmie, and Sheldon Lewis. The human side of cancer: Living with Hope, Coping with Uncertainty. 
New York: Quill, 2001, p. 194.

After a cancer experience, it is perfectly normal to fear that the cancer 
will return. This fear is most common during the first year post- 
treatment, and for most people it gradually fades over time. The fear of 
a recurrence may not be present all the time — some people feel most  
anxious before medical appointments, for example, or when they reach 
a milestone, such as the anniversary of their diagnosis. Anxiety may also 
appear unexpectedly at important moments in a person’s life, or in the 
lives of the people close to them, such as at weddings or on birthdays. 

The fear of recurrence can have its roots in many different worries. 
It is often connected to general uncertainty about the future and 
concern about how well the treatment worked. Many people worry that 
they would not be able to face another cancer diagnosis, and dread the 
idea of re-living the experience of treatment and the way it affected their 
body, their life, and their emotions.

what is this fear about?
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Fear of recurrence can prevent you from looking forward to returning to 
daily life. It can block you from focusing on your recovery, from enjoying 
the present moment, and from making plans for the future. Some people 
wish they could return to the pre-cancer period of their life when they 
didn’t have to worry about a life-threatening situation. Others are 
motivated to make lifestyle changes because they fear if they do not 
make these changes they will have a recurrence. This behaviour can 
lead to a great deal of stress and anxiety, as the focus remains on the 
illness and not on a choice to live the healthiest and best life 
possible.

It’s important to face the fear of recurrence in order to be able to move 
forward with your life. A good first step is to try to understand where it 
is coming from and what seems to set it off. Once you understand what 
triggers this fear, you will be able to take steps to manage it.

The fear of recurrence may be connected to thoughts or worries that 
now seem to be a big part of your life. Perhaps the worries lead to 
behaviours that increase your anxiety, such as constantly checking your 
body for signs of cancer. This section presents some common sources 
for the fear of recurrence. On page 20, Dealing with the fear of 
recurrence, you will find tips and strategies on what to do to help 
manage this fear. 

how does this fear affect you?

identify the source of this fear
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anxiety about your HealtH

Some people deal with anxious or fearful thoughts by trying their 
hardest to avoid them, or by pretending they do not exist. As you may 
already know, the more you try to stop thinking about something, the 
more you tend to think about it. This can lead to an increase in anxiety.

Avoiding actions or activities that may lead you to think about your fears 
will not be helpful in the long run. For example, someone may avoid 
asking their doctor certain questions, or even not show up for a medical 
appointment, so that they will not have to deal with the possibility of bad 
news. But sometimes not knowing can make things worse, and can end 
up increasing anxiety.

Another way some people deal with anxiety about their health is by 
constantly looking for reassurance that nothing is wrong. They may do 
this by seeing many different doctors for multiple opinions, searching 
over and over again for information online, or by checking their bodies 
all the time for signs of recurrence. While it is healthy to be informed 
about your health, it’s important to recognize if you’re going about this 
in a negative way. 

REBECCA, recovering from Hodgkin’s lymphoma, age 32
“I guess after treatment my expectations were that since I was done, 
I’d be back to normal right away, back to my old self. I guess I was in 
denial, because everyone else saw it, and the nurses told me that it 
was time for me to realize what I went through. I was like, no, I’m 
fine. I don’t know what you’re talking about. I mean, I was strong 
throughout the whole six months, why do I need you guys now? I 
was always very positive throughout my treatment. I guess they saw 
me as a ticking time bomb, and they were right. When I went back to 
work, I lasted maybe two weeks. Then I had to admit to myself that it 
was time for me to just relax. I stayed at home for nine months, and 
when I went back to work the re-entry was much better.”
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feeling a loss of control 

When a person is in cancer treatment, they are in a setting that is, for 
the most part, structured by their treatment plan and controlled by the 
healthcare professionals caring for them. By following the treatment 
plan, the patient participates in this control. At the end of treatment, 
when all of these very detailed activities are over, people often feel a 
sudden loss of control or structure in their lives, and this can be very 
unsettling and distressful. When speaking about their recovery, people 
often talk about feeling abandoned and alone during this time. This is a 
very normal reaction during the recovery period. It can be a challenge, 
and it can take some time to learn how to manage life again—which may 
not be the same as before treatment—and to regain a sense of order.

Imagine a person in an unfamiliar city who takes a bus. The bus driver 
(healthcare professional) knows exactly where the person needs to 
stop (surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy), and at each stop there is an 
expert that takes over to give directions. The bus line ends at the stop 
called ‘end of treatment’. When the ride is over, what happens when the 
person is able to explore more on their own? It would not be unusual to 
ask, “How should I take it from here by myself?”

feelings of uncertainty 

No one plans to become ill with a serious disease – a cancer diagnosis 
is a largely unpredictable event. After treatment, many people feel 
anxious about what may happen to them in the future. This is normal, 
as, in general, human beings like a certain amount of order and 
predictability. But it is also true that everyone faces uncertainty every 
day of their lives; we cannot completely control what will happen to us.

SUZANNE, recovered from breast and uterine cancer, age 58
“Nothing was expected of me during treatment, and I got all this 
amazing care, attention and TLC, and then it was gone. I thought that 
I should be happy, I’m finished treatment, I can go plan my normal life 
again. And still I was thinking, yeah, but I kind of miss the hospital, 
which you kind of feel stupid for thinking. So I think it would be 
important to counsel patients when they finish their treatment that 
this is a totally normal state of mind.”
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Some people have a habit of worrying a lot about the future or the 
unknown, which is a way of trying to prepare for anything that might 
happen. In reality, though, excessive worrying or the inability to deal with 
uncertainty can cause anxiety. Some people also try to remove 
uncertainty from their life by avoiding situations that cause anxiety, or 
by constantly seeking reassurance from others that everything is alright. 
Although they may feel that they are controlling uncertainty by doing this, 
they are also continuing to worry. And any comfort that they get from 
doing these things won’t last long.

You can learn how to be accepting of uncertainty by taking steps to 
manage how much the fear of the unknown affects you, and by making 
decisions that will have a positive influence on your life. 

existential worries – tHe big questions 

Having cancer and coming face to face with death and dying can lead 
people to ask themselves questions that cannot be answered easily: 
Why me? What is my purpose in life? What do I believe? Who am I now? 
While the threat of death can inspire some people to change their life or 
focus on what is really important to them, it can lead others to feel very 
lost. Some people have described it as a kind of disconnection - with 
their bodies, their sense of self, their spirituality, and with the people 
around them. What a person has always known, and perhaps taken for 
granted, no longer comforts them. Recovery is a time when you can 
think about what you have gone through, where you feel you are now, 
and what is important to you going forward.

Time is an important part of the healing process after cancer treatment. 
It takes time to reconnect with priorities and purpose, to find the best 
way to deal with what has happened, and to look forward to the future. 
It can also be comforting to look for a sense of meaning in the cancer 
experience. This might involve exploring the purpose of life or setting 
new priorities and goals. Focusing on what is truly important to you can 
help you shift your attention and move worries into the background.
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 go furtHer: Fear oF recurrence measurement

The fear of recurrence is a type of anxiety that is specific to the cancer 
experience, and everyone faces it in their own way. In general, most 
people feel this anxiety most often during the first year of recovery, 
particularly during the time leading up to medical appointments. 
For others, the fear of recurrence may stay with them for a longer period 
of time. It is important to remember that the strength of this fear has no 
relation to the actual risk of recurrence.

The following questions can help you measure how you feel about the 
fear of recurrence. 

is your fear too mucH?* 

1. I am concerned or worried about the possibility of 
cancer recurrence. 0 1 2 3 4

2. I’m afraid of a cancer recurrence. 0 1 2 3 4
3. I think it’s normal to be concerned or worried 

about this. 0 1 2 3 4

4. When I think about cancer recurrence, this thought 
triggers other unpleasant thoughts or images (such 
as death, suffering and consequences for my family).

0 1 2 3 4

5. I think I’m healed and cancer won’t come back. 0 1 2 3 4
6. According to you, what are the risks of a cancer 

recurrence? 0 1 2 3 4

7. How often do you think about cancer recurrence?

8. How much time per day do you spend thinking about cancer 
recurrence?

9. How long have you been thinking about the possibility of recurrence?

*Translated from French and exactly reproduced from: Savard, Josée. Faire face au cancer : avec la pensée 
réaliste. Montréal: Flammarion Québec, 2010, p.99.

0
not at all

1
a little

2
quite a bit

3
a lot

4
extremely

0
never

1
a few times 

a month

2
a few times 

a week

3
a few times 

a day

4
many times 

a day

0
I don’t think 

about it

1
a couple of 

seconds

2
a couple of 

minutes

3
a couple of 

hours

4
several 
hours

0
I don’t think 

about it

1
a couple of 

weeks

2
a couple of 

months

3
a couple of 

years

4
several 
years
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Add up the numbers you circled for each question. If the total is 13 
or more, you may want to speak to a health professional 

about your concerns.

identify your triggers

Take the time to think about what brings on your fear of recurrence. For 
some people it shows up before a medical appointment or test, or before 
an important personal event, such as a birthday, anniversary or family 
member’s wedding. Think about the things that you have done in the 
past that have helped you reduce your anxiety, and try doing the same 
thing before situations that you know bring on your fear of recurrence. 
For example, if exercise, watching a movie or taking a walk by the water 
usually helps calm you when you are stressed, these things may also 
help you manage this fear.

put fear in its place

It is important to recognize that it is normal to have some concerns 
about your health. It can even be helpful at times, as it can motivate you 
to make positive choices about your health and overall wellbeing. For 
example, some people decide to join a walking club, include more fruits 
and vegetables in their diet, renew a relationship with a family member, 
or speak to their employer about adjusting their work responsibilities. It 
can also be helpful to have a good understanding of what is involved for 
your follow-up care and to discuss your concerns with your healthcare 
team. They can often help you to see where the fears are coming from, 
discuss with you how real they are (or are not), and inform you about 
behaviours and lifestyle changes that may help you reduce the risk of 
recurrence — which may also help manage your fear.

To be able to move forward, you have to look forward and focus on the 
things you can actually manage. This will help you regain a sense of 
control over your life and keep fear in its proper place.

take care of your HealtH

Worrying about something that you have no control over can affect your 
emotions and your daily life. However, by taking the best possible care 
of your body, and focussing on being healthy, you can help reduce your 
fears and develop a sense of wellbeing.

dealing with the fear of recurrence
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 A healthy diet and being active can improve the overall wellbeing of 
anyone; for people in recovery from cancer treatment, these activities 
can also help give them an important sense of control over their bodies. 
Regaining function and health can help you recognize the difference 
between normal aches and pains and possible cancer-related 
symptoms, which may also help reduce your fears. 

For more information about living a healthy lifestyle, see chapter 4.

For more information about side effects and their symptoms, see 
chapter 2.

 go furtHer: relaxation exercise

Relaxation exercises can take some practice when you are not used to 
doing them regularly, but you should notice the benefits fairly quickly. 
Try to practice in a place that is quiet and where you feel comfortable. 
tHe following is an example of a relaxation exercise:

1. Chose a comfortable place where you can rest for at least 20  
minutes. Put a note on the door or tell people that you need this 
time and space to relax so that they won’t disturb you. The room 
should be a place where you feel that you can easily relax. Make 
sure that the lights are not too bright and that the chair, couch or 
mattress will be comfortable for you for 20 minutes.

2. Sit or lie down, whichever you prefer. Loosen any tight clothes and 
close your eyes.

3. Begin by focussing on your breath. Be aware of breathing in  
(inhaling) and breathing out (exhaling). Let your thoughts just come 
and go and keep breathing. 

4. Continue to be aware of your breathing and release the tension from 
your muscles one at a time. This is called a body scan technique. 
Start with your face (forehead, eyes, lips, jaw and neck), then the 
shoulders and chest, stomach, lower back, buttocks and thighs, 
calves and feet.

5. Focus on each muscle until that part of your body feels heavy and 
warm (for example your left leg or your hand). Repeat to yourself 
“my leg feels heavy and warm” until your leg feels that way.  
Continue with the rest of your body until you feel that it is relaxed.
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relaxation and visualization tools
 
apps (free)
• Breathe to relax – National Center for Telehealth and Technology
• Relaxation melodies – iLBSoft

online videos
• Relaxation videos https://youtu.be/HmTLdhDFXs0
• Guided imagery video https://youtu.be/cphfl9DQKyY

stay informed

Being informed about your health can help you look at yourself and your 
future more realistically. Knowing what you can do for your health and 
being involved in your follow-up care can help you develop a sense 
of control.

There is increasing evidence suggesting that a positive lifestyle is 
helpful for overall survival. This includes healthy eating, being active, 
limiting alcohol intake, and stopping unhealthy behaviours, such as 
smoking or excessive sun exposure without sunscreen. Your healthcare 
team can help you monitor other risks, such as genetics (inherited risks), 
family history, age at time of treatment, type of primary cancer and type 
of treatment. Talk about possible risks with your healthcare team and 
develop a care plan with them that is right for you.

“The fear of recurrence is a perfectly normal response for 
a person who is in recovery. Discussing your 
follow-up care plan with your oncologist, knowing when 
and why you will be seeing them, and understanding 
what testing will be done can help lessen your fears. 
Being informed will help you understand that not every 
ache and pain is a sign of recurrence. If you are worried 
or concerned about a persistent pain or symptom, make 
an appointment to see your oncologist who will reassure 
you or investigate further if necessary. That’s why 
we are here.”
- Dr. Joan Zidulka, oncologist
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learn to live witH uncertainty

Trying to control uncertainty is not only impossible; it can also affect 
your emotional and physical health and wellbeing. There are strategies 
that can help increase your ability to tolerate (to live with) uncertainty.

Strategy 1: Challenge your need for certainty.

• Ask yourself if it is really necessary to be certain (to be sure) about 
everything. When is it really important? 

• Make a list of things you like to be certain about and those where 
uncertainty is ok. 

• Ask yourself if you typically predict bad things when you are  
uncertain about something. Next, ask yourself if it is possible that  
a good thing will happen instead.

• Ask people you know and trust how they cope with uncertainty.  
Everyone deals with this issue differently and you might be able to 
get some helpful tips from others.

Stategy 2: When you worry about something that may or may not 
happen in the future, you are not likely living in the present and 
experiencing your life as fully as possible. Living in the present can also 
help reduce feelings of uncertainty. Learning to live in the present can 
help to accept the past and realize that you cannot control the future.

• Be aware of your feelings of uncertainty. When you notice that you 
are having one of these feelings (for example, you read an article 
in the newspaper about cancer and it makes you think, “What if my 
treatment didn’t work?”), try to sit quietly with that feeling for a while 
and not do anything with or about it; just accept that it is there.

• Make a decision to let go of any desire to immediately get rid of, or 
do something about, the feeling of uncertainty. Sometimes it helps 
to actually say to yourself, “I am letting go of this feeling of  
uncertainty”.

• Focus on the immediate present. To help you do this, look around 
you and notice what you see, listen to the sounds around you, notice 
your breathing, feel your feet on the floor, the back of the chair  
supporting you, etc. 

• Gently bring yourself back to the present when you find your mind 
wandering to thoughts of uncertainty.

• Try the above tips along with the breathing exercises explained on 
page 21 (Relaxation exercise). 

 
You can try either strategy, or a combination of the two, to see what 
works best for you. These strategies are like exercises – the more you 
practice them, the better you get.
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CHARLES, recovering from lung cancer, age 67

“The possibility of getting cancer again is something that 
always stays a little in the back of our minds. It’s normal. 
I wouldn’t say that I’ve become a hypochondriac, but when 
I get a pain I think: Woops! What did I do yesterday? Oh, 
yes, I pushed a wheelbarrow that was full of dirt-okay, 
that’s why I’m aching. We are more attentive to our bodies 
now; but my last scan was A1 and that reassured me. And 
our philosophy has changed a bit. Of course we still make 
plans, but life does not stop for us. The earth continues to 
turn, so we must live our lives in the present moment. 
Today is today, and tomorrow, we shall see.” 

“One thing that is difficult for most people to do is to 
tolerate uncertainty. As humans, we have a kind of 
automatic need to control things. We want our lives to 
be as predictable as it can be. Unfortunately, life doesn’t 
always work that way. Many things in life are 
unpredictable and can cause anxiety. It is impossible, 
no matter how hard one tries, to erase uncertainty from 
one’s life. Tolerating uncertainty is, in fact, one way to 
cope with anxiety and fears.”
- Dr. Marc Hamel, psychologist

 go furtHer: Focus on what you can manage 
   and control

make plans and take realistic steps

This week, I am going to:
• See friends
• Try a new recipe
• Meet a work colleague for lunch 
• Meet with my healthcare team for my follow-up plan
• Practice relaxation exercises
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• Notice when your fears appear. Try to let them just be for a 
while instead of using energy to try and get rid of them.

• Make life choices based on positive actions that will help you. 
For example, you might think about an activity that you enjoy 
and decide to start doing it on a regular basis. 

• Focus on a healthy lifestyle.
• Be involved in your follow-up care.
• Challenge your fears by thinking about them from a distance. 

For example, think about how you would react if a friend told 
you that they had this fear. 

• Practice acceptance and living in the present.
• Speak with someone you trust about your fears.

top tips

express yourself – know wHen you need more Help

Speaking to someone you trust about your fears may help clarify them 
for you. If you don’t think that you would feel comfortable talking about 
your fears with family or friends, speak to a member of your healthcare 
team. You may want to consider asking for a referral to a therapist, such 
as a psychologist who has experience talking to cancer patients. Sup-
port groups, where you can share your thoughts with people who have 
been through similar experiences, can also be helpful. See section VI for 
more information about support groups.

If you do not feel comfortable talking about your feelings with anyone, 
another way you can try expressing yourself is by writing down your 
thoughts in a journal. Going back and reading what you have written 
may help you understand your fears better.

AMELIA, recovering from breast cancer, age 49

“I have a friend who finished treatment one year before 
me.  And I would talk to her and see her, I would see her 
well and with her hair back, see her back to work and with 
her kids-and that really inspired and  helped me. So 
having peer support, and talking to people about those 
things that make you think you’re so crazy, like am I 
imagining this? Am I crazy? No - everyone thinks this 
way, it’s okay. You’re not crazy.”
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Some people find that creative or spiritual activities help calm their 
fears. Creativity can be a way to express emotions that are difficult to 
talk about. Ideas for creative and spiritual activities to explore include:

• Music – singing, playing an instrument
• Writing – poetry, children’s stories, journals 
• Cooking – classes, recipe exchanges, giving a dinner party with a theme
• Art – drawing, painting, pottery, flower arranging
• Spirituality – consulting a spiritual advisor, yoga, meditation, Tai-Chi

Complementary therapies may also be a helpful way to work through 
your emotions, as they focus on the complete wellbeing of the mind, 
body, and spirit. There are many different types of complementary 
therapies that you may want to explore, including meditation, 
reflexology, aromatherapy, art therapy, reiki, healing touch and massage 
therapy. For more detailed information about complementary therapies 
and how they can help, see the Canadian Cancer Society booklet, 
Complementary Therapies, at: www.cancer.ca/en/support-and-
services/resources/publications/?region=qc. Community resources for 
complementary therapies can be found in chapter 2, Side effects and 
their symptoms, page 31. 

• Take steps to deal with your fear.
• Be aware that your anxiety may increase in certain situations – 

for example, before medical appointments or tests or before the 
anniversary of your diagnosis, etc. 

• Focus on what you can control – work towards a healthy and 
balanced lifestyle.

• Don’t worry alone. Get support from your family, friends,  
healthcare team or support groups.

• Keep track of your health care and stay informed. Knowledge is power.
• Give yourself a break. Not everything has to be done at once.
• Share information that you have found on your own with your 

healthcare team and ask them for their opinion.

top tips

After you try these tips, fill in the questionnaire on page 
19 (if you’ve already done this, do it again). If the result is 
(still) 13 or more, consider talking to a professional.
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SECTION V. THINKING ABOUT 
RELATIONSHIPS

Many people who have gone through cancer treatment agree that 
this experience has brought change to their life, which often includes 
setting new priorities for the future. This is one of the reasons why the 
time after treatment is often called the ‘new normal’. But many people 
post-treatment also feel that they should be getting back to their old 
self. Sometimes they feel this expectation from the people in their life as 
well. Partners, family, friends and co-workers may want you to get back 
to what was normal before you were diagnosed, and continue with the 
same role you used to play in their lives. Perhaps you do not feel ready 
to do this, or perhaps you feel that this is just not possible.

Recovery can be a time to think about your relationship with yourself, and 
who you are. You may want to think about how you feel about yourself 
now, and how these feelings are different from before your cancer 
experience. You may want to ask yourself how your experience has 
changed you, and what you can reasonably expect from yourself now. 
As you find the answers to these questions, you may be able to gradually 
fit this way of feeling and thinking into how you live your life now. 

During this time, it is important to try to avoid making comparisons 
– with the way you were before or with other people who have gone 
through treatment. When people make comparisons, they usually put 
themselves in a better or worse position than the other person, and this 
is not helpful. Everyone’s experience is unique to them. Also try to avoid 
comparing the way you are feeling to the way you think you should be 
feeling, either physically or emotionally. Rather than pressure yourself to 
be a certain way, or to be your old self, you may want to think about 
recovery as a time when you are gradually moving toward a new self.

with yourself
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JOSÉ, recovering from follicular lymphoma, age 51

“Just what is normal? Normal for me is a point of 
reference. It depends.  What is normal for you is 
not normal for me whatsoever.” 

“Developing the ability to incorporate the changes you 
are going through is a step towards recovery. Once you 
are able to identify and integrate these changes, 
modes of expression and alternative choices will 
present themselves and promote a sense of personal 
growth. It is possible to embrace the changes and claim 
your humanity through an act of self-acceptance.”
- Rosana Faria, psychologist

Ways to create your ‘new normal’ and get to know who you are now:

• Acknowledge your feelings and emotions. All emotions, good 
and bad, are yours and it is okay to feel them.

• Acknowledge the changes that have happened to you, and give 
yourself time to adjust to these changes.

• Accept that you cannot control everything. Focus and work on 
the things that you can control.

• Reduce stress. Be kind to yourself; try to include relaxation and 
stress-relieving activities in your schedule. For more  
information, see chapter 4, Regaining function.

• Set aside some time for yourself. Think about what brings you 
pleasure and happiness, and try to enjoy these things on a 
regular basis.

• Try something new. What have you always wanted to do but 
have never made time for? Perhaps now would be a good time 
to explore that.

top tips
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Subjects you may want to discuss with your partner:
• How your roles and responsibilities may change during recovery.
• What kind of support you need to help you recover from this 

experience.
• What your partner needs to do to help you through recovery.
• How to keep up the quality of your relationship, and perhaps 

rekindle intimacy.

top tips

You may feel that your relationship with your partner is stronger than 
ever now; or you may feel that the challenges of treatment have led to 
communication difficulties between the two of you. Your relationship 
with your partner may also change as you go through recovery. These 
changes may be in addition to any relationship changes that you 
experienced during the treatment stage. For example, perhaps your view 
of life, or your attitude about life, is different now, and you are unsure 
how to express this to your partner. Perhaps your partner would like to 
get back to your regular daily routine as a couple, but you do not feel 
ready to do this.

 It can be helpful to be aware of keeping the lines of communication 
open during this time, as you both work through the emotions you may 
be feeling. Try to figure out what kind of support you need from each 
other and talk about these needs. It is normal that a couple may not 
always be able to fulfill all of each other’s emotional needs. When this is 
the case, friends, other family members, counsellors or spiritual 
advisors may be able to help. Some couples may also need to take the 
time to focus on their intimate life and find a sense of connection again. 
For more information, see chapter 2 Changes in sexuality and 
intimacy, page 21.

It is important to remember that the cancer experience affected both 
you and your partner. It can take some time to reconnect as you both 
gradually move forward into the ‘new normal’. If you feel that your 
partner could use some support during this time, they may find chapter 
6 Family caregiver support helpful. Support for couples, or individual 
therapy, is also available from the therapist on your cancer care team. 
See also section VI Healing over time for other psycho-social support.

with your partner
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Family members go through a period of recovery as well, and they often 
need time to sort out the experience that they have lived through with 
you. Some may continue to worry about your health and not want you to 
return to your daily responsibilities even though you feel ready. Others 
may want to return to the way things were before treatment. Sometimes 
family members don’t know what to do, or may not want to express their 
feelings out of a concern for your emotional wellbeing.

Deciding what everyone’s role in the family will be may require a series 
of discussions and compromises. Good communication - of emotions, 
feelings and expectations- is important during this time. Some 
families may benefit from the help of a family therapist, especially if 
relationships were difficult before treatment. Parents often feel that they 
need to protect their children, but speaking openly with your children 
in a way that is suitable for their age can help them recover from the 
cancer experience as well. For more information about speaking to your 
children, see chapter 6 Family caregiver support, page 7.

People who have gone through treatment often speak about the friends 
who were there for them during this difficult period, as well as those 
friends who they felt let them down. People react in different ways to 
illness – some can be extremely supportive, while others feel 
uncomfortable with it or want to avoid it completely. During recovery, 
friends may also be unsure of what to do for you, or expect that this is 
the time when you return to normal life and the friendship that you had 
before your diagnosis. It can be challenging if you feel that you are a 
different person now, or if you are dealing with emotional or physical 
side effects that you need to talk about with those close to you. If you 
feel your friends do not understand your challenges during recovery, 
talking to other people who are going through the same experience may 
be very helpful. For information on support services see section VI 
Healing over time.

with your family

with your friends
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It is certainly difficult to lose friendships, but an illness experience can 
also bring to light which relationships you want to take care of and 
which ones would be better to let go. It may be better to spend time with 
the people who bring you positive emotional energy, rather than with 
those who take energy away from you. Perhaps you now have a deeper 
appreciation for friends you have known for a very long time. Or, new 
friendships you have made during your cancer experience may help 
support you during your recovery. Now may be the time to take care of 
these relationships.

dating and socializing

The way you look at romantic relationships may also have changed as 
a result of undergoing cancer treatment and managing all the changes 
that it brought to your life. Physical changes to the body and side 
effects can add extra challenges to meeting people socially, and you 
may be wondering how and when to approach these subjects with new 
people in your life. For some people, the fear of rejection prevents them 
from participating in a social life, even if they are being encouraged to 
do so by family and friends.

Try taking small steps to help you get back into socializing. Focus on 
your interests first. For example, join a club or take a course in 
something that you enjoy. You will meet new people who share the 
same interests as you at the same time.

Try not to use cancer as an excuse to avoid social activities. When you 
meet someone and begin dating, wait until you feel comfortable enough 
with this person to bring up the subject. You also want to feel that you 
are prepared for different kinds of reactions.

Myth-busting: Cancer is not contagious and there is no risk of giving it 
to someone else. Having sexual relations does not increase the risk of 
recurrence!

DIANA, recovering from colo-rectal cancer, age 58

“That’s when you find out who your real friends are. 
When you’re sick.  Because when you’re well, they take 
advantage of you. When you’re sick, you don’t see them.  
All the negative people, I can’t deal with that anymore.”
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Taking care of relationships with family and friends:

• Bring up the subject of your cancer experience directly, or  
suggest talking about other topics. If friends or family members 
are not sure what to say to you, let them know it is okay to ask 
about your experience, or perhaps you can say that you would 
prefer to talk about the things going on in their lives.

• Say yes to offers of help. Good friends and family members like 
to feel useful. Accept offers of help, or suggest to them how 
they can help.

• Decide how you want to explain your experience and what you 
feel comfortable talking about. This will put both you and your 
friends at ease during conversations.

• Let family and friends know if you would like to be invited to 
social activities or family events. They may hesitate to invite 
you if they know you have not been feeling well.

top tips
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SECTION VI. HEALING OVER TIME 
AND WITH SUPPORT

It is important to know that, for most people, the emotional difficulties of 
the cancer experience usually decrease over time. Be patient and kind to 
yourself. Give yourself all the time you need to heal. Try to remember to: 

• Focus on the things you can control. 
• Lower anxiety by spending time with friends, family, and by doing 

your favorite activities at the pace that is right for you.
• Get support. You never have to go it alone – support can make a 

difference in how well you recover and it can give you the time you 
may need to work through any difficulties. 

Joining a support group or receiving support from a peer (an individual 
with similar experience) may help you understand and deal with your 
fears and challenges better. Being around other people who have lived 
through a similar experience to yours can be comforting. It may also 
be helpful for you to speak about your feelings with others who may 
be able to offer practical tips and advice about overcoming the fear of 
recurrence and recovering well. Sharing your experience may also help 
other people.

How to find tHe rigHt support group
There are different types of support groups in the community. Because 
everyone is different, don’t hesitate to try them out until you find one 
that suits you the best. Perhaps you would prefer speaking to someone 
one-on-one (peer support). Peer support is also available through 
community organizations. The following is a list of some free support 
groups and peer support available in Montreal and online.

Canadian Cancer Society
www.cancer.ca/en/support-and-services/support-services/how-we-can-
help/?region=qc
Monthly support groups are offered. They are hosted by a healthcare 
professional and a trained volunteer. Call 1 888 939-3333 to speak with 
someone about the types of support groups available in your area.
The Canadian Cancer Society Peer Support Service matches people with 
trained volunteers who have lived a cancer experience. Call or email for 
more information at 1 888 939-3333 or info@cis.cancer.ca. 
The Canadian Cancer Society also has an online community at 
www.CancerConnection.ca. Community members can participate in 
discussions and blogs, join groups and exchange messages.

support groups
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Cancer Chat Canada
www.cancerchatcanada.ca
Cancer Chat provides free online support groups that are led by 
professionals for Canadians affected by cancer, including patients, 
survivors and family members. 

Cedars CanSupport - MUHC
For a list of all support groups and services offered by Cedars 
CanSupport: www.cansupport.ca/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/
CCS-brochure_bil_final.pdf.
The post-treatment support group at Cedars CanSupport is for people 
who have completed active treatment (chemotherapy, radiation, and/or 
surgery). Common themes include adjusting to life changes, addressing 
concerns about identity and self-esteem, and managing overwhelming 
emotions and fear of recurrence.
Registration is required for all support groups. Registration can be done 
at any time and be made by email or over the phone: Jennifer at 
cedarscanjennifer@gmail.com or 514 934-1934 ext. 35297.

Fondation Virage – Hôpital Notre Dame
This foundation offers a French post-treatment support group for 
people who have completed treatment within the last 6 months: 
www.viragecancer.org/services/groupe-de-soutien/groupe-de-soutien-
apres-cancer.

Hope & Cope – Jewish General Hospital
www.hopeandcope.ca/peer-support/#support 
Hope and Cope offers a post-treatment support group (register by 
calling 514 340-3616 or 514 340-8222, ext. 5531) and can organize 
one-to-one peer support (call 514 340-8222, ext. 5531).

Quebec Cancer Foundation
Info-Cancer line: Free of charge, Monday to Friday, from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.
1 800 363-0063 and www.fqc.qc.ca/en/need-help/info-cancer- 
line-support-and-information. The Info-Cancer staff can help 
organize peer-to-peer support, answer questions you may have, and 
refer you to resources in your area.

West Island Cancer Wellness Centre
www.wicwc.org
The Centre offers support groups, private counseling, as well as various 
kinds of complementary therapies: 514 695-9355. 
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If you find that the fear of recurrence is severely interfering with your 
recovery, speak to your healthcare team - the cancer centre at your 
hospital has psycho-social services available. Also, check with your 
insurance company to see what kind of coverage you may have for 
private services.

• The Cancer Rehabilitaton and Cachexia Clinic offers rehabilitation, 
nutritional counseling, and psycho-social services. https://muhc.
ca/cancer/page/cancer-rehabilitation-and-cachexia-clinic.  
Patients must be referred to this program by their oncologist.

private practice

For help finding a psychologist or psychotherapist in private  
practice:

• Ordre des psychologues du Quebec 
www.ordrepsy.qc.ca/en/index.sn 514 738-1881 or 1 800 363-2644 

Individual, couples or family counseling can be found at:

• Montreal Therapy Centre (sliding fee scale rates)  
www.montrealtherapy.com 514 244-1290

• The Argyle Institute (rates determined by household income)  
www.argyleinstitute.org 514 931-5629

consulting a professional
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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. 

This document is available in its entirety in electronic format (PDF) on the website 
of St. Mary’s Research Centre at www.stmarysresearch.ca
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