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This booklet has information on: 

• How cancer might affect your emotions

• Anxiety and depression

• Things you can do to feel better

• Where to get professional support

• Talking about your cancer
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Who can I go to for help? Page 55

Your GP is a good person to talk to if you need support with

managing your feelings or if you are anxious or depressed.

Your cancer nurse, consultant and medical social worker can

also help. Free counselling is available at many local cancer

support centres.

How can I help myself? Page 21

There are lots of things you can do to feel better. Exercise,

eating and sleeping well, sharing your feelings, joining a

support group and practising relaxation techniques are

some of the things you might try. Part of taking care of your

emotional health is to get help if you need it, so tell your

doctor if you are finding it hard to cope.
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How can I talk about my cancer? Page 65

It can be a great relief to talk about your cancer and share

your feelings, but both you and the person you’re talking to

may find it hard. We have some tips to help you with this.

How will people react? Page 78

Some family members may feel uncomfortable talking 

about cancer. Read about how you can respond to other

people's feelings.

We’re here for you Page 96

If you or your family have any questions or worries, want to

know where to get support, or if you just need to talk, you

can talk to one of our cancer nurses.

Ways to get in touch

• Call our Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700

• Drop in to a Daffodil Centre. 

Email daffodilcentreinfo@irishcancer.ie to find your local

Daffodil Centre.

• Email us: cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie

See page 96 for more about our services.

How might cancer affect my emotions? 
Page 10

Cancer affects your feelings as well as your body. You’re

likely to experience a range of emotions before, during and

after treatment. Sometimes you might need professional

support to help you cope emotionally.

Fast facts
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We cannot give advice about the best
treatment for you. Talk to your hospital
team about your treatment and care −
they know your medical history and your
individual circumstances. 

Reading this booklet

This booklet is to help you throughout your cancer

treatment and afterwards. You will probably find different

sections useful at different times, so keep it for reference. 

If you need more information or don’t understand

something, ask your doctor or nurse. You can also ask one of

our cancer nurses: 

• Call our Cancer Nurseline on Freephone 1800 200 700

• Visit a Daffodil Centre 

• Email the nurses at cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie 

Cancer Nurseline Freephone 1800 200 700
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Your emotions
Cancer affects your feelings as well as your body. You’re likely to

experience a range of emotions before, during and after treatment. 

Some emotional reactions happen at the time of diagnosis, while

others might happen during your treatment. Or you may have a

delayed emotional reaction to your cancer when you are adjusting

to life after treatment. 

Everyone is different – there is no right or wrong way to feel. 

By recognising the feelings and emotions you are having, you can

learn to cope better. 
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Shock and disbelief

Shock can often be the first reaction to a cancer diagnosis. In fact,

you may feel numb and the situation may seem ‘unreal’. Because it

can be hard to believe, the news may not sink in for a while or you

may think the doctors have made a mistake. You may find yourself

confused, asking the same questions over and over. Or you may

accept the news calmly and say nothing. These are all common

reactions to a cancer diagnosis.

Denial 

After being told of a cancer diagnosis, sometimes people deny they

have it or have difficulty in actually using the word ‘cancer’. This can

be a valid way of coping, as it gives you time to accept and deal with

your cancer.

If you’re in denial you may not want to mention or discuss your

illness. Or you might talk about your illness as if it is nothing serious.

Denial may last for some time, depending on how long it takes for

you to adjust to your illness. 

You may wish to tell your family and close friends that you would

prefer not to talk about your illness, at least for the time being. 

Your doctors and nurses and other healthcare professionals will 

also understand if you don’t want to be given information about

your cancer until you’re ready.

How might I react to a cancer diagnosis?
The moment when you are told you have cancer may be a moment

of deep distress. In fact, most people say that they have never

faced a bigger or more difficult challenge. 

Hearing the word cancer may feel like a death sentence at first, but

the fears can often be worse than the reality. Many cancers are

now curable, and most can be controlled. There are also

treatments to help with most side-effects.

As time goes on, you will adjust to living with cancer, and it may

even surprise you how well you’ve coped. Your family and friends

will also need time to get used to the diagnosis. 

How might cancer affect my emotions?
Some of the more common reactions include: 

• Shock and disbelief

• Denial

• Fear and uncertainty

• Loss of control

• Sadness

• Anger

• Resentment

• Blame and guilt

• Withdrawal and isolation

Sometimes a cancer diagnosis can bring greater distress and cause

anxiety or depression (see page 35).

Everyone will feel different emotions and will handle them in their

own way. Some days you may feel better than others. Sometimes

you may experience very strong emotions that leave you feeling

vulnerable and at a loss as to what to do. It's best to seek help early

if you develop anxiety or depression or if you feel you aren't coping

with your emotions.

Reactions differ from person to person –
there is no right or wrong way to feel. 
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Practical worries

You may also have practical worries and fears such as:

Financial: What will happen if I have less or no income? How will I

pay for medical bills? How will I pay my mortgage/rent?

Job: Will I be able to hold onto my job? Will I lose important work

contacts?

Lifestyle: Will I have to make big changes to my life?

Family: Who will look after my children or parents? What effect will

my illness have on them? Looking after or supporting a family can be

hard work even when you are well. Trying to juggle the roles of

father, mother, daughter, son or breadwinner at the same time as

coping with cancer may seem impossible. You might need to give up

some or all of your responsibilities for a short period of time. As a

parent, you may not be able to do all the things you usually do for

your children. This does not mean that you have failed them in any

way, but that you must plan your time and save your energy for the

most important tasks. It is important to be realistic about what you

can manage, and to seek help from your partner, family or friends

before things become overwhelming.

Fear and uncertainty

You may have many fears when first told of your diagnosis, but in

most cases your fears will likely ease when you find out more about

your cancer and learn ways to cope. 

Fear of dying

For most people, when told they have cancer, the first thing they

think about is dying. But many cancers can be successfully treated.

When curing it is not possible, cancer can often be controlled for

several years with modern treatments. New treatments are being

developed all the time.

Fear of pain

Many people think that pain is part of having cancer, but some

cancers cause no physical pain at all. If you do get pain, it can be

controlled with very effective painkillers or other methods of pain

relief such as radiotherapy and nerve blocks.

Fear of rejection

You may also fear that your experience of cancer will change who

you are, and that people will reject or avoid you. For example, after

some cancer treatments you may look different, and it will take

some time for you and for others to adjust to your new look. In time,

however, you will find you will find ways to cope and support each

other. 

Learning more about your illness and its
treatment may help you feel more confident.
Discuss your concerns with your doctor, who
will give you advice and help. Share what you
have learned with your family and friends,
as they will probably be worried too.

Worrying about money 

If you have financial worries that are

causing anxiety, contact the medical social

worker in your hospital, a Department of

Social Protection (DSP) representative or a

Citizens Information Centre. See our website

www.cancer.ie to download our booklet

Managing the Financial Impact of Cancer.

See also www.citizensinformation.ie

€
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Sadness 

Another common feeling that people may experience when told

they have cancer is sadness. You may feel sad about the loss of your

good health or about plans that you must put on hold.

Depending on the type of cancer, your body image or your fertility

may be affected by treatment. Then the sadness or sorrow can come

from a sense of loss. This feeling of loss may come and go, but most

likely, it will gradually fade away. If the sadness doesn't fade or

becomes worse, talk to your doctor or other healthcare professional. 

Anger

People can also commonly experience anger after a cancer

diagnosis. Anger can often hide feelings such as fear or sadness. 

You may feel angry towards the doctors, nurses or other healthcare

professionals who are caring for you. If you have a religious belief,

you may feel angry with God that you have cancer. You may take out

your anger on those closest to you.

Your family and friends may not always be aware that your anger is

really aimed at your illness and not at them. It may be helpful to talk

to them when you are calm, rather than feeling guilty or trying to

bottle up your angry thoughts. Anger can affect your ability to think

clearly. If your angry feelings last and you are finding it hard to talk

to your family, tell your nurse, doctor or other relevant healthcare

professional.

Resentment

It is understandable that you might feel resentful and unhappy

because you have cancer, while other people are well. You may also

feel resentful during your treatment, for example, if another patient

receiving the same treatment as you responds quicker than you do.

It's best to bring these feelings out into the open, so that they can be

discussed. Bottling up resentment helps no one. Instead, everyone

ends up feeling angry and guilty.

Fear about the future

It is natural for you to be afraid or concerned about the future.

Sometimes your doctor may find it hard to predict the outcome of

your treatment (prognosis). Living with this uncertainty can make

you feel anxious and fearful. You may not wish to make any plans or

decisions. Often not knowing what to expect can feel worse than

knowing.

Loss of control

Following a cancer diagnosis, it is common for people to feel their

life is beyond their control. You may feel your life has been put on

hold or that you will lose some independence and freedom. 

You may not know much about your illness at first, so you may rely

totally on the advice of your doctors, nurses and other healthcare

professionals. You may not feel confident to make decisions about

your treatment. This can make you feel helpless.

It takes a while to get to know what is within your control and what

is beyond it. Finding out as much as possible about your illness and

taking an active part in making decisions about your treatment can

help you to feel more in control. 
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Feelings after cancer treatment
Once your treatment is over, you may have other fears and

emotions. For example:

• You may feel isolated and afraid when you are no longer attending

hospital, except for follow-up visits. It can feel like you are on your

own because your doctors and nurses are no longer there to

support and protect you.

• You might worry that the cancer will come back. As a result, you

might be nervous about every ache or pain. Gradually these fears

should fade and go away.

• You may be anxious about getting back to ‘normal’ life, for

example, going back to work or dealing with things that have been

put on hold during your illness.

• You may feel depressed or anxious and have ongoing feelings of

sadness and anger.

You may feel you just want to forget about cancer and move on, but

if you’re finding it hard to cope with your feelings it’s important to

get help. Talk to your doctor, nurse, medical social worker or other

relevant healthcare professional about these feelings. Joining a

support group or visiting a support centre can also help.  

Blame and guilt

We often feel better or in control if we know why something

has happened. If you get a cancer diagnosis, you’re bound to

want to know why it happened. People sometimes blame

themselves or others for their illness. You may think about

your diet, lifestyle, work practices, environment or family

history in search of a reason. As doctors rarely know exactly

what has caused cancer, there is no reason for you to blame

yourself.

It’s better to focus on what you can change or do to make you

feel more in control of your illness.

Withdrawal and isolation

There is no doubt that a cancer diagnosis is extremely

stressful. It can leave you feeling confused and overwhelmed,

with so much information to take in. At times during your

illness you may want to be left alone and withdraw from

people. You may feel you need time alone to sort out your

thoughts and feelings. 

It’s best to avoid long hours on your own every day. Sometimes

depression can make you avoid family and friends and stop

you wanting to talk. See page 41 for more details on

depression. If you isolate yourself, it can be very stressful for

your family and friends, as they will want to share this difficult

time with you. Let them know that you will talk to them once

you’re ready. See page 65 for more about talking about your

cancer.

Don’t bottle up your feelings – express them. Anxiety and depression

It’s not uncommon to feel very anxious or depressed after a

cancer diagnosis. If you’re affected by anxiety or depression

you may need support to help you through it. See page 35

for more about anxiety and depression. 
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Coping with advanced cancer
If you’re diagnosed with advanced cancer, it may be harder to

manage your feelings. For example, it may be harder to feel hopeful

or you may find it hard to cope with the uncertainty that living with

advanced cancer can cause. In time, however, most people come

through the initial shock and upset and find a way to cope. Some

people describe advanced cancer as ‘an emotional roller-coaster’.

Sometimes you may feel very low, while at other times you may feel

very positive and hopeful. Fortunately, new treatments mean people

are living a lot longer with advanced cancer than used to be the

case. For some people, advanced cancer is like a long-term (chronic)

illness.

There’s more information on advanced cancer on our website

www.cancer.ie.

Positive emotions
A cancer experience can also bring positive emotions. However, it

may be some time before you are ready to accept these emotions

as positive. You may experience great love, affection and closeness

from those around you, not only from family and friends but also

neighbours and even the healthcare team. With that can come a

sense of gratitude too.

The experience of cancer can also bring personal growth and

knowledge. It can make you realise where your strengths lie and

what, for you, is important in life. You may also get the chance to

do and enjoy things that you would never have done otherwise.

Healing your mind is also a part of recovering
from cancer. This may take some time.

Coping with your emotions

The first step in coping with your emotions is to recognise

them. Try some of the self-help strategies on pages 24–32.

Even taking a little exercise or setting some time aside to try

a relaxation technique can make a big difference. 

If you’re finding it hard to manage your emotions or you’re

suffering with anxiety or depression, it’s important to get

help. Your mental health is as important as your physical

health, so tell your hospital team or another healthcare

professional if you need support. 

See page 35 for more about anxiety and depression. You can

also get support and advice from a cancer nurse by calling

1800 200 700 or by visiting a Daffodil Centre.
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How can I help myself?
Everyone copes differently with a cancer diagnosis and the emotions

it can bring. In this section we have some suggestions to help you

cope. Hopefully you will find ways that best suit you. For example:

• Some people find it helpful to have lots of information about their

illness and treatment.

• Some people get great support from talking about their illness or

joining a group.

• Some people find taking exercise or learning relaxation techniques

really helps their mood.  

• Some people try to keep life as normal as possible. They choose not

to think or talk about their illness.

Everyone copes in their own way, but it’s good to be aware of your

feelings and to be kind to yourself. Give yourself time to adapt and

get help if you need it. 
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Your emotional wellbeing is just as important
as your physical health. 

Email: cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie



Don’t feel that you should have to put on a brave face when you’re

really finding it tough. If you feel tired, lonely, anxious, depressed or

angry, acknowledge your feelings and let someone know, if it helps

to talk about it. If all you want to do is cry, then go ahead. Tears are a

natural response to distress.

Get information about your cancer and treatment

For some people, learning more about cancer and treatments may

help to relieve anxiety. Information can help you overcome your

fears about what will happen to you. It can also make you feel more

in control of your illness. 

If getting information about cancer makes you anxious, you could

ask a friend or relative to get the information for you and tell you

anything relevant or important. 

It’s very important, however, to get information from reliable

sources. Here are some suggestions:

Your medical team

Your medical team knows you best and has information on your

cancer, treatment and your general health. Try to get a number and

email address when you’re at the hospital, so you can contact your

medical team if you have any questions. Your GP can also be a good

source of information and support. See page 83 for tips on talking to

doctors.
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Accept your feelings

Many people with cancer feel under pressure to be ‘positive’ all the

time. They feel that if they do not show a fighting spirit that their

illness will get worse or return. As a result, you may feel guilty or

disappointed if you have negative thoughts or low moods.

It is natural to feel low or upset or have negative thoughts when

coping with a serious illness such as cancer. When you talk to other

people with cancer, even the most positive of them will admit to

feeling depressed and anxious at times. 
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Self-help strategies

Finding ways to cope can help to improve your self-esteem,

boost your confidence and make you feel more independent

and in control of your illness. Some of the following

strategies might help:

• Accept your feelings

• Get information about your cancer and treatment

• Talk things through

• Join a self-help group or support group

• Look after your health

• Be active

• Avoid alcohol and drugs

• Keep a diary or journal

• Do things for yourself

• Avoid boredom

• Release tension

• Try relaxation techniques

Accepting that you will get low moods and that
there will be ups and down in your treatment is
a positive way of dealing with your cancer. 



Talk things through

Talking about your cancer and sharing your feelings can really lift the

emotional burden on you, relieve stress and anxiety and help you to

feel better in yourself. But sometimes it's not easy to talk. You may

feel awkward or embarrassed discussing your feelings. You may

think that no one can understand what you are going through or you

or the person you’re talking to may find it upsetting to discuss

cancer. 

Join a self-help or support group

Joining a self-help or support group is a great way to get information

and practical advice, share experiences and express your fears.

Groups offer a chance to talk to people who may be in a similar

situation and facing the same challenges as you. If you live alone or

feel unable to talk about your feelings with your loved ones, a

support group can be a neutral zone. Going to a support group may

also help to reduce your risk of developing depression.

If you get a bit down during your illness, support groups can help

relieve your feelings of isolation and loneliness. Research has shown

that people with cancer attending support groups found it improved

their mood, helped them to cope better with day-to-day challenges,

and reduced their pain.
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Our cancer nurses

Our cancer nurses on our Cancer Nurseline or at our Daffodil

Centres can answer your questions, send you helpful publications

and direct you to reliable websites. 

Our publications

We have a range of free publications, reviewed by cancer doctors

and nurses and other healthcare professionals working in Ireland.

These cover different cancer types, treatments, side-effects and

coping with the practical and emotional side of cancer. See page 101

for more. 
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Cancer Nurseline Freephone 1800 200 700

How can I get reliable information online?

There is a huge amount of information about cancer on the

internet, but not all of it is reliable. It may not apply to your

situation or it may be misleading or even untrue. 

It’s best to ask your medical team for websites they’d

recommend. Our cancer nurses can also give you advice.

Usually the best sites are national cancer organisations such

as the Irish Cancer Society and government health websites,

which give information that’s backed up by scientific

evidence. 

Go back to your doctors and nurses if you find information

online you’re not sure about. Ask them to explain it or ask if

it’s accurate. Medical professionals know that many people

use online information – they will be happy to help you.

Talking about cancer can be hard for you
and your friends and family. There’s some
advice to help you open up the conversation
and to talk about your feelings and needs
on page 73.



Not everyone finds support groups helpful or finds it easy to talk in a

group. If you’re not sure if it is for you, you could go along to see

what it’s like, and then decide. For more about local support groups,

see page 102.

Look after your health

Physical side-effects like fatigue, finding it hard to sleep, pain or

eating difficulties can leave you feeling down and make it harder to

cope emotionally. 

In the same way, emotional difficulties can cause physical problems

– for example, if you’re feeling anxious you might find it hard to

sleep or to eat well; depression can lead to a loss of appetite or

fatigue. This means it's important to look after your physical and

emotional health to feel as well as possible. There’s information on

looking after your health on page 47. 

Be active

Being physically active can reduce anxiety and depression and boost

your mood. It can also help with your treatment and recovery. Learn

more about the benefits of physical activity and get some advice on

exercising on page 50.

Avoid alcohol and drugs

It is best to avoid using alcohol or drugs to try to cope. Alcohol and

recreational drugs may make you feel better for a short time but

afterwards they can often leave you feeling more anxious or down.

Alcohol is a depressant drug that affects the chemicals in your brain.

It can initially give you a ‘high’ but can make you feel low in mood

afterwards. Drugs and alcohol can also affect the quality of your

sleep. Sleeping well is important when you have a lot to cope with

emotionally.

Also be careful if you are taking any anti-anxiety medication or

sleeping tablets. Stick to the dose your doctor has prescribed and

don’t take these types of medicines unless they are prescribed for

you. For example, don’t take tablets prescribed for other people, if

someone offers them to you.

Keep a diary or journal

Writing about your experiences and thoughts can help you to

express your feelings, fears and worries, especially if you find it hard

to talk about them with other people.

It is useful to write about what happened to you and how you feel —

physically and emotionally. For example, you could record details of

your treatment and when you’ve been feeling ill, tired or anxious.

Some days you may feel you have nothing to write about, but getting

into the habit of writing something every day can boost your spirits

in the long term. As your diary develops, you can look back and see

how you coped, particularly during low or anxious periods. 
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‘I find the support centre 
so supporting and comforting… 

I was so afraid going in at the beginning
but now it’s my second home.’



Try relaxation techniques

Relaxing every day, even for 10 minutes, is a good way to help you

cope with the emotional effects of cancer. There are many ways to

relax. You may have your own favourites, such as quietly listening to

music or yoga. Or you may like to use relaxation, meditation or

mindfulness techniques. Focused breathing exercises can help

reduce stress and raise your body’s level of endorphins, which are

natural chemicals that boost your mood and sense of wellbeing. 

Books, online videos and classes can show you how to relax or

meditate. You may not find it easy at first and may need some

practice before you feel confident. Many local cancer support

centres have free groups where you can learn techniques such as

relaxation, mindfulness and meditation. 
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Do things for yourself

During your illness, you may feel that you have no control over your

life. Doing things for yourself can help you to feel more independent

and in control. Try to live life as fully as you can. Do things that make

you feel good and are fun, as this can boost your self-esteem. At the

same time, it’s important to accept help and support from friends

and neighbours when you need it.  

Avoid boredom

You may find that you have a lot of time on your hands during your

treatment. If you previously led an active life, lying in bed or sitting in

a chair doing nothing can be boring. Boredom can lead to anxiety or

depression. 

There are many ways that you can occupy your mind while you're

less active. Watching TV, listening to music, podcasts or the radio, or

chatting to a friend can all be welcome pastimes. Make a plan of all

the things you would like to achieve, no matter how big or small. 

Set yourself tasks each day. Keep a diary, meditate, start a photo

album. Colouring doesn't take too much energy and has been found

to be a great stress reliever. Ask a friend to join you in an activity.

They can help you out if you want to do something a bit tiring like

gardening – most people love to feel useful. 

Release tension

There may be times when you feel you are ready to explode. Things

may get on top of you and you need to let off steam. Sometimes

releasing tension even for a few minutes can be beneficial.

Some ways to help release emotions include:

• Giving a good scream

• Thumping a cushion or pillow

• Having a good cry

• Turning the radio or music up very loud

• Writing things down
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Progressive muscle relaxation

• Lie down in a quiet room.

• Take a slow, deep breath.

• As you breathe in, tense a particular muscle or group of

muscles.

• Clench your teeth or stiffen your arms or legs.

• Keep your muscles tense for a second or two while holding

your breath.

• Breathe out, release the tension, and let your body relax

completely.

• Repeat the process with another muscle or muscle group

and continue on through your body. 



Can complementary therapies help me?
Complementary therapies are activities and products that may help

you to feel better when used alongside your standard hospital

treatments. Complementary therapies can’t treat or cure cancer, 

but some people find them helpful in coping with physical and

emotional side-effects. Here are some complementary therapies

that people have found helpful.

It’s very important to talk to your doctor if you’re thinking of using

complementary therapies. Some can interfere with your treatment

or be harmful to you, even if you have used them safely before your

cancer diagnosis. For example, acupuncture may not be safe if you

have a low white blood cell count. Your doctor may be able to

recommend therapies that could be helpful for you and give you the

name of a trusted, well-qualified practitioner.
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Anxiety Hypnosis, massage, yoga, meditation,

relaxation techniques, mindfulness

Fatigue Exercise, massage, relaxation 

techniques, mindfulness, yoga

Nausea and vomiting Acupuncture, aromatherapy, massage,

hypnosis, music therapy

Pain Acupuncture, aromatherapy, hypnosis,

massage, music therapy

Sleep problems Exercise, relaxation techniques, 

mindfulness, yoga

Stress Aromatherapy, exercise, hypnosis,

massage, meditation, tai chi, yoga

Meditation

Meditation helps to calm your mind and helps you let go of

any distressing or depressing thoughts for a short while. 

It can help to reduce anxiety, help sleep and fatigue

problems and boost your immune system. You may also 

be able to cope better with the side-effects of treatment. 

• Pick a quiet place.

• Sit quietly and comfortably.

• Avoid lying down, crossing your legs or linking your

fingers.

• Close your eyes.

• Be aware of your breathing, but don’t try to control it.

• Let your thoughts flow into your mind.

• Be aware of your breathing and surroundings – breathe

naturally.

• Pick a word, such as ‘one’ or ‘blue’, and keep repeating it if

your mind wanders or is distracted by other thoughts.

• If you find it hard to concentrate on your breathing, put an

object in front of you and focus on that. Finish by sitting

quietly for a few moments with your eyes closed.

Getting used to meditating can be hard at first. You may

think it is not working if you feel your mind is busy and your

thoughts are racing all the time. This is normal and it will

become easier the more you practise. 

If you want help with learning to meditate, there may be

classes at your local cancer support centre. There are also

online videos that can teach you how.



Our booklet, Understanding Cancer and Complementary Therapies

has information on complementary therapies and how to stay safe.

Call our Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 or visit a Daffodil Centre

for a free copy, or download it from www.cancer.ie.

Can spirituality and religion help me?
For some people, spirituality can be a way to find strength and

meaning in times of stress. Your faith may give you hope and reduce

feelings of helplessness and make you feel that you are not facing

cancer alone. It may also help you realise what’s important in life for

you.  

Spiritual support can be given through prayer or the guidance of your

religious leader. If you like, ask a relevant healthcare professional, a

family member or friend to arrange a meeting. The hospital chaplain

can give great comfort and support when you're faced with an illness.

If you have friends who belong to a church or prayer group, you

could ask them to pray for you. Knowing that people are praying for

you because you are loved may bring you peace and comfort. 

Spirituality and religion don’t suit everyone. If you don’t want this

kind of support, there are many other types of support that can help

you to find comfort and strength.

34

Coping with anxiety 
and depression

Anxiety 37

Depression 41

Depression in children and teenagers 44



Anxiety
Anxiety is a natural response to a stressful situation, such as cancer.

For example, you might feel anxious when you get a cancer

diagnosis, before starting treatment or when thinking about what

the diagnosis will mean for your health. You might also feel anxious

about test results, your financial situation, how you will manage

your daily life or about the cancer coming back after treatment. 

The anxiety can be constant or it may come and go. 

Most people adjust and learn to cope with anxiety during their

illness, but it’s important to get help as soon as possible if you’re

finding it hard to cope with anxiety or if it’s interfering with your

everyday life.

How does anxiety feel?

Anxiety can range from feeling a bit uneasy to intense dread and

panic. It can have physical and psychological effects and it can affect

your behaviour too.

Physical effects

With anxiety you may experience some of the following:
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• Feeling sick (nausea)

• Loss of appetite

• Diarrhoea

• Lump in your throat

• Dry mouth

• Shortness of breath

• Overbreathing

(hyperventilating)

• Dizziness

• Sweating

• Shaking

• Hot flushes

• Racing heartbeat

(palpitations)

• Chest pain

• Pins and needles

• Tense muscles, like a knot in

your stomach



Behaviour

Anxiety can also make us behave or act in a certain way. If you are

deeply anxious, you may be:

• Irritable with others

• Moody

• Nervous

• Tearful or easily upset

• Angry

• Easily distracted and find it hard to concentrate

Coping with anxiety

There are many ways to help you cope with anxiety. A combination

of talking, relaxing, doing things that make you feel good, getting

accurate, reliable information and possibly medication, should help

you. 

If anxiety is making your life miserable, talk to your doctor, nurse or

medical social worker for advice. There's more about getting

professional help on page 55.

39

You may also have:
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If anxiety is severe it can lead to ‘panic
attacks’. Panic attacks are brief episodes
of intense anxiety.

• Fatigue/lack of energy

• Sleep problems

• Headaches

• More sensitivity to pain

• Loss of interest in sex

• Less resistance to infection

Sometimes it is hard to know if anxiety or your treatment is causing

some of the physical effects. For example, anxiety can cause fatigue,

but treatment can too. Talk to your doctor or nurse or other

healthcare professional, who will be able to offer you advice.

Psychological effects

What you think, feel and say to yourself when you are anxious are

what are described as the psychological effects of anxiety. You may

experience:

• Fear and dread

• Worry

• Negative thoughts

• Recurring feelings, in other words, having the same feelings over

and over again 

Some people may get confused and mixed-up when they’re anxious

and later cannot remember what they felt. If you do experience an

anxiety attack, write down what you think and feel at the time. It will

help you to understand what is happening to you.

Avoiding people and places 

A common reaction to anxiety is to avoid situations and

people. You may delay getting tests done because you're

scared about the results. Or you might make excuses to

avoid going out with or meeting your family and friends. Try

to get some support to help you cope with your anxiety if it’s

affecting your life in this way. 



Depression
It is natural to feel some sadness during and after your illness. 

At times you may feel low and not your usual self. You may even 

feel ‘slowed up’ and empty. But usually people or events will cheer

you up. If nothing cheers you up and you are feeling low for several

weeks, it may be a sign that you are depressed. 

Depression is more than just feeling sad. It's a significant medical

condition that affects thoughts, feelings and the ability to function in

everyday life. Depression is very common – 1 in 5 people will

experience depression at some point in their lives. Depression can

happen at any age. 

Depression can develop slowly and may be hard for you or your

family to recognise at first. Other times, it can come on very

suddenly, where you feel plunged into despair and feel rather

hopeless.

While cancer can lead to depression, being depressed is not

something you should accept because you have cancer. If you are

feeling depressed, it’s important to get support and/or treatment to

help you to manage better.

Recovering from depression takes time, just like with a physical

injury or illness. People cannot just ‘pull themselves together’ or

‘snap out of it’.
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Breathing exercise for panic attacks 

If you’re breathing quickly during a panic attack, doing a

breathing exercise can help. Follow these steps:

1 Breathe in as slowly, deeply and gently as you can,

through your nose.

2 Breathe out slowly, deeply and gently through your

mouth.

3 Some people find it helpful to count steadily from 1 to 5

on each in-breath and each out-breath.

4 Close your eyes and focus on your breathing.

You should start to feel better in a few minutes. You may

feel tired afterwards.

Depression can develop slowly and 
may be hard for you or your family 
to recognise at first.



Coping with depression 

It's important to remember that depression can be successfully

treated. It’s not a sign of weakness or failure to suffer from

depression or to ask for help if your low moods are getting the better

of you. 

Remember that you will recover from depression, even if you think it

unlikely at the time. When feeling depressed, it can be hard to see

things positively and be hopeful. But depression doesn’t last forever.

Even without treatment, your mood will eventually improve, but it

may take much longer. 

Self-help strategies, professional help such as counselling or

antidepressants can all help to speed up your recovery. 

Suicidal feelings

Sometimes depression can become very severe. People may begin to

think that their life is not worth living and that they would be better

off dead. Or else they may feel they are a burden to their family and it

would be better for everyone if they were dead. 

Tell your doctor, nurse, a relevant healthcare professional or

someone close to you immediately if you experience, or if your family

and friends are worried that you are experiencing, the following:

• Suicidal thoughts or plans

• Wanting to harm yourself

• Seeing or hearing things that are not real (hallucinations)

• Strongly believing things that are not true (delusions)
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How does depression feel?

Depression can affect your thoughts and feelings and your physical

health. Signs of depression include:

• A low mood for most of the time

• Loss of pleasure and interest in your favourite activities

• No motivation – no desire to go anywhere or start/finish jobs

• Feeling worse in the mornings

• Changed sleeping pattern – problems getting to sleep or waking

early

• Poor concentration and forgetfulness

• Feelings of guilt or blame

• Feeling helpless or hopeless

• Feeling oversensitive or vulnerable

• Feelings of despair

• Feeling worthless

• Feeling irritable

• Crying or wanting to cry

• Thoughts of suicide

Physical symptoms

• Lack of energy or fatigue

• Loss of appetite or increased appetite – weight loss or gain

• Anxiety or panic attacks

• Loss of interest in sex

Some of these symptoms can be caused by cancer or its treatment,

so it can be hard to know what’s causing them. For example,

tiredness, loss of interest in sex and poor appetite can be caused by

treatments like chemotherapy.

But if you’re feeling low or have any of these symptoms for more

than 2 weeks, tell your doctor or nurse.
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It’s important to get support 
and treatment for depression
sooner rather than later. 



Coping with such strong feelings by yourself can often be hard. 

You may not find it easy to talk about such things, even with parents

and close friends. If this happens, you may find it helpful to discuss

your feelings with a trained counsellor. Another option is to contact

a support group for young people with cancer, like CanTeen. This will

give you a chance to talk to others who are perhaps in a similar

situation. Call our Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 if you would

like more advice or visit a Daffodil Centre. You can also email the

nurses at cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie
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Your doctor may suggest that you spend a few days in hospital

where you will get the necessary help and support for you to recover

quickly. You will be able to talk about your ideas and feelings at this

time with specially trained staff. More than likely you will need

medication. 

Depression in children and teenagers

A small number of children and teenagers with cancer can become

depressed. Watch out for signs that your child is becoming

depressed. He or she may become quiet or moody or have eating or

sleep problems. In some cases, they may become uncooperative

with cancer treatments.

Anxiety usually occurs in younger children, while depression is more

common in teenagers. Some signs of depression can happen as a

response to normal development. Teenage years can be hard even

for children who do not have a serious illness. So, it's important to

find out if the signs are related to depression or to a stage of

development.

If you notice that your child is becoming depressed, get help for

them without delay. There are very good treatments available.

Individual and group counselling are often used as the first

treatment for a child with depression.

If you are a teenager with cancer, you may find yourself feeling

angry and frustrated. At this stage in your life it can be very hard to

cope with a cancer diagnosis, especially when you want to become

more independent.

You may resent having to rely on your parents and relatives because

of your illness at this time. You may be suddenly jolted into thinking

about your health when you were well and strong before. Overall, it

can be a confusing time for you, with many different emotions to

deal with. It's normal to question your situation and why it has

happened to you.
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Fatigue
Fatigue or ongoing tiredness is a very common problem during and

after cancer treatment. You may continue to feel quite tired even

after treatment ends. It can take at least a year for your body to fully

get over the effects of treatment. Fatigue is also common if

someone has anxiety and depression. 

It's important to talk to your doctor if your energy levels are low, so

that they can find out what’s causing it. For example, there may be a

physical reason, such as a low red blood cell count, or it may be

caused by stress or depression.  

Call our Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 for a copy of our booklet

Coping with Fatigue or download a copy from our website

www.cancer.ie
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Tips to cope with fatigue

• Stop before you feel overtired. Build rest periods into your

day.

• Take some gentle exercise. It has been shown to improve

fatigue for many people. 

• Ask for help around the house or at work.

• If you are going somewhere special, have a rest before you

go out.

• Save your energy for doing the things you most enjoy.

• Take time to relax. Relaxation techniques such as

mindfulness, yoga or massage may help you to feel better.

• If fatigue is affecting your ability to work or study, see if

you can work out a break or reduced hours until you feel

ready to do more. 



Sleep problems
During your illness there may be times when you find it difficult to

sleep. Often this is because you are anxious about treatment or

worried about the future. If you are depressed, you may find that

you wake early and then cannot get back to sleep. Tell your doctor

or nurse if you’re finding it hard to sleep. Getting help to deal with

any difficult feelings may also help you to sleep better.
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Physical activity

Physical activity can help you to feel better physically and

mentally. Light exercise encourages your body to release

endorphins. These are often called ‘feel good hormones’.

When released, they can lift your mood and sense of

wellbeing. Being active can also help to: 

• Reduce fatigue

• Reduce tiredness and some treatment side-effects 

• Reduce anxiety and depression 

• Look after your heart

• Help you to keep a healthy weight

• Strengthen your muscles, joints and bones 

• Reduce the risk of other health issues 

Talk to your doctor or nurse before starting to exercise or

increasing your activity. They can advise you what is best

and safe for you. Be careful not to overdo it at the beginning,

but instead build up gradually. 

If you are feeling very low, having treatment or have

advanced cancer, the thought of exercising may feel

overwhelming. But even simple stretches or a short walk

may help you feel better. Low levels of exercise will still

release natural chemicals in your body that improve mood

and wellbeing.

Tips for getting better sleep

• Have a regular routine at bedtime. For example, do a few

gentle breathing exercises first. Avoid screens for 1-2

hours before bed.

• Go to bed and get up at the same time every day.

• Have a warm milky drink before bed, but not coffee or tea.

• Have a warm bath with a few drops of lavender or

geranium oil to soothe you, or sprinkle a couple of drops

of lavender oil on your pillow.

• If you can’t sleep, or wake up early, do something. Read,

listen to music or the radio, or get up and watch TV. Wait

until you feel tired again and then go back to bed.

• Listen to relaxation tapes or online videos or audiobooks

to help you get back to sleep.

• Don’t nap during the day if it affects your sleep at night, or

try just having one nap and keep it to less than an hour.
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Eating well
Having a balanced diet can help you to feel as well as possible.

Keeping a healthy weight and eating plenty of nutritious food can

help you to tolerate treatment better and feel better emotionally.

However, cancer treatment, treatment side-effects or emotional

difficulties can make it harder for you to eat well. For example, some

chemotherapy drugs can make you feel sick, reduce your appetite or

make food taste different. If you’re anxious or depressed, you may

lose your appetite or ‘comfort eat’ a lot of

unhealthy foods. 

Our booklet Diet and Cancer has helpful tips on

diet and coping with eating difficulties. Call our

Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 for a free

copy or visit a Daffodil Centre. You can also

download the booklet at www.cancer.ie
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Tips to help with eating difficulties 

• If you don’t have much appetite, eat several small snacks

throughout the day rather than 3 big meals. 

• Try to make the most of when you can eat by eating

nutritious, high-calorie foods. Don’t fill up your stomach by

drinking before you eat.

• If you don’t feel like cooking, ask someone to help you,

stock up on healthy ready meals or use a meal-delivery

service. 

• If your taste or appetite has changed, try new foods, or eat

the foods that taste best.

• If nausea (feeling sick) is stopping you from eating well, it

is important to take your anti-nausea medication.  If the

medication is not working for you, speak with your

medical team. They may try a different medication. 

• Find a comfortable position for eating. Standing up, sitting

up or slightly reclining can help food go down better.

• Tell your doctor if you're losing weight or finding it hard to

eat for any reason. They may also refer you to a dietitian,

who can support and advise you.

• Keep a food diary if you are having problems. Write down

what you eat and when. Also write down any symptoms

you get and when they happen. You may be able to notice

which foods cause which symptoms. This will be helpful

for your medical team.



Dealing with pain
Pain can make you feel depressed and affect your ability to enjoy

normal activities and to sleep. Sometimes emotional difficulties like

anxiety or depression can make you more sensitive to pain and less

able to cope. Consequently, it is important to deal with your

emotions or seek treatment for your anxiety or depression.

Treatment can help to reduce your pain as well as improve your

mood. 
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Tips to cope with pain

• Talk to your doctor or nurse if you are having problems

with pain control. There are many different types of pain

medication, so your doctor should be able to find one that

works for you.

• Ask your medical team if there are complementary

therapies that may help you and that are safe for you to

try. Some people find acupuncture, relaxation techniques

or gentle massage helpful, but these aren’t suitable for

everyone. For example, acupuncture is not recommended

if you have a low white blood cell count, and some

massage techniques are not advised after certain

treatments. 

• Try breathing exercises. We tend to hold our breath or

take short, faster breaths when we’re in pain. Breathing

more deeply and slowly can help you to feel better.

Focusing on your breathing may also distract you from the

pain.
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Getting professional support
Everyone needs some support during difficult times, especially

when dealing with a serious illness. Dealing with cancer is probably

one of the most stressful situations you will ever be in.

It’s easy to forget your emotional health when you’re focused on

getting through your treatment or coping with side-effects, but it’s

important to get help if you need it.

Support from your doctor
A good first step is to talk to your cancer specialist or GP if you’re

finding it hard to cope with your emotions or you’re struggling with

anxiety or depression. It's also important to listen to what your

family and friends are saying, especially if they think you need help.

Sometimes people don't realise they’re depressed until they talk to

a doctor.

You might like to bring a family member or close friend for support

at the doctor’s and to help you remember what the doctor said.

Don’t feel guilty, embarrassed or disappointed that you have to ask

for help. Your emotions are just as important as your physical

symptoms. Tell the doctor exactly how you feel and focus on what

concerns you the most. For example, if you have no desire to get

out of bed or wash every day.

The doctor may advise you on which kind of therapy is most

suitable for you and tell you how to access it. If you are unhappy

with your diagnosis or the therapy your doctor has advised, you

can always get a second opinion.
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Who can help me? 

There are many people in the healthcare team who can help

you to cope with your feelings and emotions:

Counsellor

A counsellor is trained to help people talk through their

problems and adapt to their situation. In most cases, they do

not give advice or answers but guide you until you find the

answers within yourself.

Clinical/counselling psychologist 

A clinical/counselling psychologist specialises in the

treatment of anxiety and depression using talking therapies.

They are trained to explore what people think, feel and do,

especially in stressful situations. They can help you find ways

to confront your fears or improve your situation. Usually

they are based in the hospital.

Oncologist/cancer specialist 

An oncologist is a medical doctor who specialises in the

treatment of cancer. Oncologists have some experience

helping patients deal with the emotional effects of cancer.

However, they may advise you to discuss your feelings and

emotions with a clinical psychologist, psychiatrist,

counsellor, medical social worker or your GP.

Clinical nurse specialist/oncology liaison nurse 

These are hospital-based nurses who can help you with all

aspects of your cancer. You can tell them if you are having

any problems coping, especially if you are in distress. They

will tell you if you should talk to your cancer specialist about

further therapy.

Medical social worker 

A medical social worker is based in the hospital and is

trained to help you deal with any emotional problems or

social needs related to your cancer. They can provide

support and counselling to you and your family. They can

also advise on practical and financial supports and services

available after you are discharged from hospital. 

Psychotherapist 

A psychotherapist specialises in psychotherapy. This is a

therapy which explores emotional issues that result in

feelings of anxiety and depression. Psychotherapists help

with problem solving and can help you and your family to

develop more coping skills.

Usually you will only need to see one or two professionals.

For example, you may need to see both a psychiatrist and a

counsellor for a short while.

Psychiatrist 

A psychiatrist is a medical doctor who specialises in treating

depression and emotional illness. You may benefit from

seeing a psychiatrist for any of the following reasons:

• If you have severe anxiety or depression

• To help if there are problems with your medication

• To arrange talking therapies such as counselling

• If, after a course of treatment, you are unable to stop

antidepressants without depression coming back

There is no set number of times that you should visit the

psychiatrist. You may need to go several times or only once.

After your first visit, the psychiatrist may advise you to see a

counsellor, psychologist, psychotherapist or medical social

worker or they may prescribe medication. 



Check that any therapist you see is professionally qualified,

legitimate and comes recommended. There can be a big difference

in the experience and qualifications of therapists. Your hospital team

or GP can help you to find someone with the right training.

Your medical social worker, primary care social worker, community/

public health nurse or GP can also help you find out what support is

available in your local area.
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Types of therapy
There are many therapies to help you deal with strong emotions.

Some focus on talking, while others focus on the relationship

between the mind and the body to overcome anxiety and

depression. Some therapies just involve you and the counsellor, 

or another type of therapist. Some therapies, like group and family

therapy, involve going to counselling with others, to share feelings

and support each other.

Sometimes it may take a while to find a therapy that suits you. 

Give the therapy a few weeks before you make any decision. If you

feel that it's not helping or it's making things worse, a different type

of therapy might work better for you. Talk to your doctor or therapist

if you want to change.

Finding a therapist
It’s important to find a therapist you feel happy with. Don’t be afraid

to go to another therapist or ask to see someone else if you feel it

would be better for you.
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Psycho-oncology services 

In some larger hospitals there are special units that provide

psycho-oncology services. This means that you can get

emotional, psychological and psychosocial care and support

during your diagnosis, treatment and recovery by a team of

experts. Usually the team consists of psychiatrists,

psychologists, nurses and medical social workers working

closely together.
Counselling

The Irish Cancer Society funds up to 8 sessions of free, 

one-to-one counselling at many cancer support centres. 

A list of counsellors funded by the Irish Cancer Society is

available at www.cancer.ie

‘I found the counselling wonderful,
to be able to discuss my thoughts and fears…

giving the tools to help me deal with my anxiety
when it strikes, eg waiting on scan results. 

It makes you feel safe and less alone. 
It has given me hope for the future. I am very

happy and content for the moment, even
though I have to live with this.’



Drugs called benzodiazepines can occasionally be prescribed for

short-term use in severe episodes of anxiety, but you need to be

careful with these drugs and take them exactly as your doctor tells

you to. They can be addictive and can also lose their effectiveness,

so they are usually only prescribed for a maximum of 4 weeks.

Antidepressants

Antidepressant drugs affect the levels of important chemicals in

your brain so that they can lift your spirits.

It used to be thought that antidepressants take 2-4 weeks to work,

however, it has been shown that they begin to work much sooner, 

as early as 1 week and will continue to build over time.

It's important to stick with the drug for a while before stopping or

changing it. If you have a reaction to a particular drug, your doctor

may have to try other drugs to find one that suits you best. Your

doctor may advise you to keep taking the medication until you have

been back to your usual self for at least 3 months or sometimes

longer.

In general, antidepressants are not addictive. Most people take them

for around 6 months.

If the side-effects are bothering you, tell your doctor. They may

change you to a different treatment. But try to cope and continue

treatment if you can. The benefits in the long term are greater than

the inconvenience of the early side-effects.

Side-effects

All medicines can have side-effects, such as feeling sick, headaches,

drowsiness and constipation. However, these are usually mild and

tend to be a problem only during the first few weeks of treatment.

Ask your doctor about any possible side-effects.

If you are bothered by side-effects, tell you doctor. They may adjust

the dose or try a different medicine.
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Medication

Sometimes your doctor will recommend medication, such as

antidepressants or other types of anti-anxiety medications. A course

of medication can be very helpful in supporting you through a

period of anxiety or depression. When you start to feel better and if

you no longer need medication, your doctor may reduce the dose

and stop the drug gradually. You may feel unwell if you stop

suddenly, so always follow your doctor's advice.

Anti-anxiety medication

The main medications used to treat anxiety are actually

antidepressants. These types of medications are effective for both

anxiety and/or depression, so will commonly be prescribed to treat

anxiety even without depression. Your doctor will guide you on

what's best for you. Some medications will relieve anxiety very

quickly; other types take a few weeks to have their full effect, so you

should try to keep taking them, even if you feel they're not working

at first.

62



Talking about your cancer

Benefits of talking 67

Who can I talk to? 68

Talking about your illness 74

Talking about your feelings 76

Responding to other people's feelings 78

Talking to your partner 79

Talking to children and teenagers 82

Talking about your treatment and care 83

Asking about your prognosis 88



67

Benefits of talking
Whether it’s talking to a friend, relative, another person with cancer

or a professional, such as a counsellor, many people get comfort

from sharing their thoughts, worries and feelings. 

• Talking about a fear or a worry often stops it growing in your

mind. When you are thinking a lot about something that is

worrying you, it seems to get bigger. It can become very

frightening, stressful and even overwhelming. Once the fear or

concern is out in the open and is being discussed, it often does

not sound so bad.

• Talking about something can help you to find out how you feel

about it. You may find some decisions very hard to make.

However, when you talk about them, it might make it easier to

decide. 

• Sharing can help you to realise your feelings and worries are

normal. If the person listening accepts what you’re telling them

without judgment, or has experienced similar feelings, it can help

to reassure you that you’re not alone in the way you feel.

• Talking can bring you closer together. Sharing something very

emotional or personal can bring the people talking closer

together and make the bond between you stronger.

These conversations are not always easy, or you may not feel like

talking about your cancer. But it’s important not to bottle up your

thoughts and feelings. Read on for advice about who to talk to and

some general tips on talking.

Cancer Nurseline Freephone 1800 200 700



Choosing the best person to talk to

The table on pages 104–105 can help you to identify people you know

who are most likely to be helpful to you and who are best able to give

the sort of support you need at a particular time.

Fill in as many boxes as you can with the names or initials of the

appropriate people. Try to include different people in different boxes

so that you are not relying on just a few people for everything.

However, you might find that some boxes remain empty and that the

same name appears in several boxes.

Family and friends

You may feel most comfortable talking to people who know you and

care about you. If you have a partner, friends or family members, it’s

likely you’ve shared feelings and worries in the past. On the other

hand, people who care about you are more emotionally involved and

you may worry about upsetting them or burdening them with your

worries. You may also find it hard to deal with their reactions if they

get upset. You may find it easier to talk with people who are less

involved in your situation. This may be another relative, a religious

leader or a work colleague. 

Are your loved ones lost for words?

While they may be very keen to help you, people who care about you

may feel uncomfortable talking about cancer. Some reasons for this

are:

• They have no idea what to say, especially if they haven’t had to talk

about serious illness before.

• They may feel that they ought to know what to say but don’t.

• They may not know where to start or be afraid of upsetting you by

saying the wrong thing.

• They may be worried they’ll get upset and make you feel worse.

• They may be unsure of what you want, and not know how to ask you.

• They may be worried how to respond if you cry or get angry. 
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Who can I talk to?
The best person to talk to depends on your own situation and what

you want to talk about. Some things are easier to talk about with

people you’re close to, but you may prefer to talk to someone you’re

not so close to about other things. It might be, for example, a

colleague, support group, or a professional like a counsellor, nurse

or medical social worker.
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‘Talking about cancer

made it less awful and helped ease

my fears. I learned to cope and

understand myself better.’



Online support

Online communities are groups of people with experience of cancer

who can ask questions, share stories and give and receive advice

and support on the web. Visit www.cancer.ie/community to join the

Irish Cancer Society online community. You can also email one of

our cancer nurses if you have any questions or need support at

cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie

Someone who’s been through cancer

We can put you in touch with one of our trained Survivor Support

volunteers. Our volunteers have all had cancer and really know what

you’re going through. Call our Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 if

you would like to find out more.

Our cancer nurses

If you find it difficult to speak to loved ones, or don’t have anyone

close you want to talk to, you can talk to one of our cancer nurses in

confidence. Call our Cancer Nurseline on Freephone 1800 200 700

or visit a Daffodil Centre. Our nurses will listen and support you, give

you information about your cancer, treatment and side-effects and

help you to find support services.

If your friends or family members have any or all of

these feelings, they may avoid talking about the

situation altogether. Our booklet, Lost for Words:

How to Talk to Someone with Cancer, might help

your loved ones and carers to talk to you after your

cancer diagnosis. 

If you would like a copy call our Cancer Nurseline

on 1800 200 700, visit a Daffodil Centre, or

download it from our website, www.cancer.ie

Other people who have had a cancer diagnosis

Many people get great support from talking to other people who

understand what they’re going through, either one on one or in a

group. 

Support groups

Some people find support groups very helpful. Meeting people who

understand what it’s like to have cancer and sharing advice and

experiences can be very helpful. 

Some people say they formed bonds with other group members

that were deeper and more significant than almost anything in

their past. But some people get embarrassed or uncomfortable

talking about personal issues with strangers. 

Our cancer nurses can advise you about the different support

groups that are available. There’s also a list of groups on our

website ww.cancer.ie/support/support-in-yourarea/ directory

7170

‘It was reassuring to meet

others in a similar situation – and 

to become friends with them.’
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Counsellors and other professionals

Talking with a trained counsellor in a more focused way can help you

to sort out your feelings and find ways to cope with them. This can

be very useful, especially if you cannot discuss your feelings and

emotions with people close to you. See page 58 for different

professionals who can help you.

Not sure who to talk to?

If you can’t think of anyone you would like to talk to, discuss this with

your doctor or nurse. There may be counsellors or social workers

that can help you identify the most suitable person in your circle.

You can also call our Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 or visit a

Daffodil Centre if you would like to talk to a cancer nurse in

confidence.
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Email: cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie

General tips on talking

Decide what you want to talk about

Quite often you’ll find that it’s only 2 or 3 things that you

really want to discuss.

Introduce the subject

It’s worth introducing the subject, to let your listener know

that what you're going to say is something that really

matters to you.  

Start with something like, ‘I think it would be best if I tell you

what’s going on', 'I want to say a couple of things that are on

my mind. Is that OK with you?’, 'Can we talk about the way

things are at the moment?’ 

Then you can talk about the specific things that you want to

talk about or ask for help with.

Check the person understands what you’re saying

It's a good idea to pause every now and then to check if the

other person is following you. You can use any little phrase

you like: ‘Do you see what I mean?’, ‘Does that make sense to

you?’ or ‘Are you with me?’

Check that you have been heard

Towards the end of the conversation try to make sure that

what you’ve said has been heard. If you have asked for some

things to be done, for example, it’s worth summarising: 

‘So you'll ask Mary to collect the children on Friday.’ After

you’ve covered the main topics, don’t feel embarrassed to go

back to small talk: ‘Let’s talk about some little things. I like

talking about small things, ordinary things.’



Opening statement

It often helps to start with an opening statement. For example, if the

situation is serious, you can actually say, ‘Well, it sounds as if it might

be serious’. If the news is worrying but sounds as if it will be all right

in the long term, you can say that. 

Small chunks of information

Give the information in small chunks – a few sentences at a time.

Ask your friend if he or she understands what you’re saying before

you continue. You can use a phrase such as ’Do you see what I

mean?’, ‘Do you follow me?’, ‘Is this making sense?’.

Silences

There will often be silences. Try not to worry if this happens. You or

your friend may well find that just holding hands or sitting together

in the same room seems to say more than any words. If you find

that a silence makes you feel uncomfortable, the easiest way to

break it is with simple questions such as ‘What are you thinking

about?’

Keep to reality

When you tell someone close to you that something serious is

wrong with you, he or she may feel very upset, low and depressed,

in sympathy with your situation. You may feel that you should put a

positive side to the situation to make your friend feel better. If the

facts of your situation support that, of course it’s good to do that. 

But if you’re not sure what’s going to happen or your prognosis

(what’s likely to happen with your illness) is bad, you shouldn’t feel

that you need to disguise that from your friend in order not to hurt

his or her feelings. In other words, try to stay as close to the real

situation as you can. It may be painful for your friend at this

particular moment, but if you paint an over-rosy picture that then

turns out to be wrong, your friend will be much more disappointed

(and even feel hurt) later on. 
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Talking about your illness
Telling people about your illness is one of the most awkward and

difficult aspects of being ill. If the person is your spouse or partner

or a close friend, then it’s usually possible to have him or her with

you when your doctor talks to you. That way you both hear the same

thing. If your friend cannot be with you, you may find the following

tips useful in telling them what the situation is.

Think about where to talk

Go somewhere quiet, private and safe to talk. Home is probably

best; you need to feel that if either of you get upset that you are free

to do so. Make sure that you are both comfortable and that you can

look at each other’s face easily.

Find out what your friend knows

Your friend may know some of what’s been happening. It can be

quite useful to ask about that, before you go over ground that has

already been covered: ‘You probably know some of this already, so

why don’t you tell me what you make of the situation so far, then I’ll

take it from there.’
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Talking about your feelings
You may find that although you want to talk about how you feel, you

feel a bit awkward, especially if you're not used to talking about your

feelings. This is a normal way to feel.
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Don’t be afraid to say when you’re not sure about

something

If you don’t know how you feel or if you don’t know what is

going to happen or how you are going to cope, you should

say so. 

There are times when words aren’t needed 

Holding someone’s hand, hugging or just sitting together can

be enough.

Don’t worry if you start crying

Crying can release harmful feelings, reduce your stress and

make communication easier.

It’s important that you feel you’ve been heard 

Always give yourself enough time and make sure you are

comfortable.

Humour can be used to help you cope with a stressful

situation 

Laughing at something that scares you can help to make it

feel less important and threatening. If humour has been part

of the way you have coped with fears and difficulties in the

past, it may help you now. 

Changing relationships

If you feel that people are treating you differently, try to talk

openly to them and find out how they’re feeling and if there

are any misunderstandings or problems. Tell them how you

feel. If you find it hard, you could ask another family

member or friend to talk to them.

Tips for talking about your feelings

Try to acknowledge any strong emotion. 

If you or your listener are feeling angry or embarrassed or

sad, your conversation may feel awkward or you may be so

caught up in your own feelings that you don't really hear

each other.  

Once you acknowledge the emotion, the conversation

should be much easier. For example, you could say ‘I’m sorry

I seem in such a bad mood, but I’ve just been told that...’, 'I'm

feeling really frustrated about this', 'You look like you're

feeling uneasy when I talk about the cancer', 'This is making

us both feel awful'. 

Try to describe your feelings rather than simply display

them. 

Saying ’I’m feeling really angry today because...' starts a

conversation whereas showing your anger by being curt or

rude shuts down conversation.

You are perfectly entitled to feel any way you like! Emotions

are not right or wrong. It is only if you try to cover up any

strong feeling that problems can become difficult to sort out.

Don’t be afraid to tell the other person how much she or he

means to you. Again, in our daily lives we don’t often do that.

But when there is a crisis, it’s really worthwhile to explain to

the other person how you feel about them.



Talking to your partner
A diagnosis of cancer will have a big effect on both you and your

partner. You might find that your relationship changes or feels

strained. Trying to deal with all your emotions, as well as trying to

support each other, can mean you don’t communicate well. 

Partners also try to protect each other by not being completely open

about their fears and concerns. For example, your partner may not

want to express their own feelings, as they may feel you have

enough to deal with.

It’s important to talk openly with your partner. This can help you to

understand each other and may bring you closer together. 

There are tips for talking about your feelings on page 76. Some

people find it easier to write down how they’re feeling – for example,

you might like to write a letter to your partner saying how you feel.
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Responding to other people's feelings
Even though you’re the one facing a cancer diagnosis, you may find

it more difficult to deal with other people's emotions than with your

own. Your loved ones might be tempted to stay away from you. They

may not want to face the fact that they have strong emotions and

don’t know how to deal with them. Sometimes relatives, especially

adolescents, may resent the changes that your illness makes to their

lives. Try to acknowledge any strong emotions, which should then

help make conversations easier. See page 76.

Resolving conflict

Facing a cancer diagnosis can leave you and the people around you

feeling stressed, angry, worried or nervous. When emotions are

high, it can lead to conflict. It might be conflict with your friends or

family or with a member of your healthcare team. It’s natural to be

curt or sharp – sometimes with those closest to you – when you are

trying to manage difficult emotions. While it’s normal to feel this

way, it can leave you and the people around you hurt and isolated. 

Try to recognise the feelings behind the conflict. For example, if

you’re in conflict with your hospital team, it may be because you

associate your anger or sadness about having cancer with them.

Once you've identified how you're feeling, try to tell the other

person, rather than displaying the feeling: 'I'm feeling really angry

about what happened.'

Understand that the other person may have strong emotions too

and try and work out how they're feeling. 

If there is an issue or an area over which you can't agree, aim to

‘agree to disagree’ on this issue.

Talk the dispute over with someone. It is always good to get an

outside perspective.
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All of these are linked, so if there is a problem in one area it may

have an impact on another. Both you and your partner might

withdraw from each other physically and feel shy and awkward.

Quite often, sex may stop completely. This may happen at a time

when you most need to be reassured and cuddled.

There’s more on sexual relationships and coping with sexual 

side-effects on our website, www.cancer.ie. You can also get

information or advice in confidence from our cancer nurses. Call our

Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 or visit your local Daffodil Centre.

You can also email the nurses at cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie
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You and your partner will find your own way of dealing with your

emotions. If you’re struggling, you might benefit from counselling –

either together or separately. The Irish Cancer Society funds

counselling for people with cancer and their loved ones at our

affiliated cancer support centres. Call our Cancer Nurseline on 

1800 200 700 if you want to find out more. 

You and your sex life

Cancer or its treatment can affect your sex life:

• You may feel too tired to have sex. 

• You may not want to have sex – dealing with difficult emotions,

treatments such as hormone therapies or side-effects such as

fatigue can all affect your sex drive.

• You may find it hard to relax, if you’re feeling anxious or stressed.

• There may be tension between you and your partner if there are

unresolved issues between you, linked to your cancer.

• You may worry about how your partner may react if your body has

changed as a result of the cancer or treatment.

• Your partner may be afraid to be intimate with you – they may feel

you won’t want to have sex when you aren’t well or be afraid of

hurting you.
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Tips on staying close to your partner

• Even if you don’t feel like having sex or can’t have sex, it’s

important to talk to your partner about how you’re

feeling. If you don’t, they may feel rejected or resentful. 

• Try to stay physically close. You can still hug, kiss and

touch each other. 

• Try to work through any problems once you’ve talked

about them. For example, if you’re self-conscious about

your body, you might prefer to keep the lights off. If

penetrative sex is difficult, try other things.  

• Tell your doctor or nurse if you have side-effects or

physical problems that are making things difficult. They

are used to talking about sexual side-effects and can

recommend treatments to help.

Email: cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie



The booklet is available free of charge from Daffodil Centres or by

calling the Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700. It’s also available for

download on our website www.cancer.ie.

Further information and support

If you want more advice and support on talking to your children

about cancer, you can ask your nurse or medical social worker. 

Or call our Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 or visit a Daffodil

Centre to talk to a cancer nurse in confidence.

Talking about your treatment and care
If you are diagnosed with cancer, it’s quite common to feel that you

have little or no control over your illness or its treatment. Getting

used to the hospital environment and all the medical words can also

be a bit overwhelming. It’s quite common for people to be confused

about their illness or treatment or to lack the confidence to ask the

questions they want to. This can leave you feeling powerless, upset

or resentful or make it more difficult for you to ask the right

questions and to remember the answers.
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Talking to children and teenagers
A cancer diagnosis can affect a whole family. Every family deals with

cancer in its own way. You may feel that you don’t want your illness

to upset family life, upset that you can’t do activities with your

children, or that you’re letting them down. You may also worry about

the emotional impact your illness will have on your children. By

talking openly, you can answer your children’s questions and help

them to cope with their emotions. 

Our booklet Talking to Children about Cancer. A Guide for Parents

gives practical advice for talking to children about cancer, with

specific advice for different age groups. It also has information on

supporting children and teenagers and helping them to deal with

their emotions.
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Talking about your symptoms

• It’s important to mention any side-effects or symptoms you’re

having, so your doctor can find out the cause and find ways to

improve them. You’re not bothering the doctor.

• The more information you can give about your symptoms the

better, so write down:

— What symptoms you’re worried about

— How long you have had them

— How they feel

— Have they got worse since you first noticed them?

— If the symptoms are there all the time or come and go?

— Does anything make your symptoms worse or better?

For example, exercising, eating certain foods

— If you’ve noticed any other change in your body, even if it’s

somewhere else from your main problem

• Don’t feel you have to be brave and play down your symptoms.

Equally there’s no need to exaggerate symptoms to get the doctor

to take you seriously. Be as accurate as you can so they can find the

best treatment for you. 
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Getting the most from your medical team 

• Mention anything that is on your mind, even if the doctor doesn’t

ask. 

• Talk about how you’re coping emotionally, especially if you’re

struggling with anxiety, depression or another strong emotion.

• Tell the doctor if you’re worried about anything.

• Try not to be embarrassed – your doctor has seen and heard it all

before. Let your doctor or nurse know if you’re feeling

embarrassed. Just say ‘I’m sorry ... this is embarrassing to talk

about’, so they can reassure and support you. 

• Give as much information as you can if the doctor asks you

anything. 

• Bring a friend or relative with you. They can support you, help

you to remember what you wanted to ask and may remember

things the doctor said that you forgot. 

• Use your own language. Just because your doctors or nurses use

medical language and expressions, you don’t need to. There’s

nothing wrong with using your own words to describe the

problem. In fact, using medical terms that you may not fully

understand could cause difficulties by giving the wrong message

to your doctors. 

• If the doctor, nurse or other healthcare professional uses terms

that you don't understand, ask them to explain what they mean.

If you don’t ask, they will probably think you’ve understood.

Ask questions 

• Write a list of what you want to ask before you meet the doctor

or nurse.

• Listen carefully to the answers and ask the doctor to write the

main things down if you’re worried you won’t remember. You

could also ask your doctor if you may record the conversation,

using your phone. Most doctors will not object to this.
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If you have any worries or unanswered questions between

appointments, you can talk to a cancer nurse in confidence by

calling our Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700 or by visiting a Daffodil

Centre. You can also email the nurses on

cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie

Uncertainty

Being worried about your future is a normal way to feel. Sometimes

it can be hard for doctors to predict what will happen or how

successful your treatment will be. This can make you feel anxious.

You may also worry that the doctor knows what’s going to happen

but won’t tell you.

Doctors may not always give you full information unless you ask,

because not everyone wants a lot of information. If you ask, though,

your doctor should tell you as much as he or she can. 

It can be hard to accept uncertainty, especially when it’s about

something as serious as your health. It may help if you can

understand how progress will be measured. You can say, ‘So you’ll

decide from the scan if the treatment is working’. This kind of

information may help you to focus on the next step and help you to

feel less anxious.

If you’re not happy with your treatment

Sometimes you may not be happy with some aspect of your

treatment and care. If this is the case, it is important to express your

doubts, as politely as you can. Most doctors and nurses, like all

human beings, react to constructive criticism well, and expressing

your issues or concerns can be helpful in some situations. If you can

be balanced in your criticism, your doctors and nurses are more

likely to accept your concerns and do something about them.

A hospital patient liaison officer can also support you if you have any

concerns about your care.
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Asking about your treatment

Being prepared with a list of questions can help you to know what to

expect and feel more in control. Here are some questions you might

like to ask.

• What is this treatment for?

• Why is this the best treatment for me?

• How long will I have treatment for?

• What side-effects should I expect?

• Is there anything I can do to improve side-effects or symptoms?

• Is there a number I can call if I feel unwell? 

• If I have a problem or feel unwell, when should I go to my GP and

when should I contact the hospital?

• I didn’t understand what you just said. Could you explain it again

please?

• What is this medicine for?

• Can you write down exactly how and when I need to take this

medicine?

Make sure you understand

Sometimes we leave a doctor’s appointment wishing we’d asked

more questions or got more information. Remember:

• Take time to ask all your questions – try not to feel rushed. 

• Ask the doctor to explain again if you don’t understand everything.

• Repeat back what you have understood: Perhaps say something

like: ‘So you’re saying that...’ or ‘If I’ve got that right, you mean

that...’ This will help your doctor or nurse to know it they need to

explain anything again.

• Ask for a number and email address to call or contact if you have

any further questions.

• Arrange another appointment if you have unanswered questions

or things don’t improve. Go back to the same doctor or get advice

from another medical professional.

86



8988

Asking about your prognosis  

Your prognosis includes information about how your cancer

is likely to progress, including average survival times or life

expectancy. 

It’s not always easy for doctors to answer a question about

life expectancy. Everyone is different, so what happens to

you might be quite different from what the doctor expects.

Should I ask about my prognosis?

If your prognosis is better than expected, you may feel more

hopeful about your illness and your future. You may feel

more in control by having as much information as possible.

Or you may not want to know about your prognosis. You

may prefer not to think about the future too much or you

may worry how you will cope if you get bad news. 

If you decide you want information on your prognosis:

• Think carefully about how you will cope with the

information before asking for your prognosis.

• Get information on your prognosis from your doctor.

They know your individual circumstances. Your doctor can

also support you in understanding the information and

answer any questions you have.

• Ask a friend or family member to go with you, if you

would like some support.

• Be careful with online information. It may be hard to

understand or even incorrect. Also, the information may

not really apply to your situation or to your particular

cancer type. Ask your doctor or nurse specialist for

recommended websites. 

• Accept that you will need some time to think about

what you have been told. You may forget some things or

there may be things you didn’t understand. You may need

to talk to your doctor again after you have thought about

everything. 

• Get emotional support if you need it. If you feel upset or

anxious about your prognosis you can get support from

friends, family or your hospital team. You can also call our

Cancer Nurseline on 1800 200 700, visit a Daffodil Centre

or email cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie. Our cancer

nurses can give you support, information and advice. They

can also tell you about free counselling and other services

that can help you.          
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Coping with the financial impact of cancer

A diagnosis of cancer often means that you will have extra expenses,

like car parking during hospital visits, medication, travel, heating and

childcare costs. If you can’t work or you are unemployed, this may

cause even more stress. It may be harder for you to deal with cancer

if you're worried about money. 

Medical expenses

Medical expenses that you might have to pay include:

• Visits to your family doctor (GP)

• Visits to hospital

• Overnight stays in hospital

• Medicines

• Medical aids and equipment (appliances), like wigs 

How much you pay towards your medical expenses depends on

whether or not you qualify for a medical card and what type of

health insurance you have, if any.

If you have a medical card, you will probably have very little to pay

for hospital and GP (family doctor) care or your medication. If you

are over 70, you can get a free GP visit card.
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• If you have cancer you may not be able to work for 

a time. You may also have extra expenses.

• You may have to pay for some of your cancer

treatment.

• You might be entitled to certain social welfare

payments.

• There are services to help you if you’re finding it hard

to manage.



If you are finding it hard to cope financially, contact your medical

social worker in the hospital or your local health centre for advice.

The Irish Cancer Society can also give some help towards travel costs

in certain cases. See page 99 for more details of our Volunteer

Driver Service and the Travel2Care fund.  

You can also call our Cancer Nurseline 1800 200 700 or visit a

Daffodil Centre and the nurse will suggest ways to help you manage.

More information

Go to www.cancer.ie/publications and check out

our booklet, Managing the Financial Impact of

Cancer. This explains:

• Medical costs and help available 

• Benefits and allowances that you or your

family may qualify for

• Travel services

• Ways to cope with the cost of cancer

The booklet also has lots of other information to help you manage

the cost of cancer. For example, disability and mobility supports,

help for people in financial difficulty, help for carers and living at

home and nursing home supports.
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Medical cards are usually for people on low incomes, but sometimes

a card can be given even if your income is above the limit. For

example, if you have a large amount of medical expenses. This is

known as a discretionary medical card. 

An emergency medical card may be issued if you are terminally ill

and in palliative care, irrespective of your income. 

If you don’t have a medical card you will have to pay some of the

cost of your care and medication.

If you have health insurance the insurance company will pay some

of the costs, but the amount will depend on your insurance plan. 

It’s important to contact your insurance company before starting

treatment to check you’re covered. 

Benefits and allowances

There are benefits that can help people who are ill and their family.

For example, Illness Benefit, Disability Allowance, Invalidity Pension,

Carer’s Allowance, Carer’s Benefit, Carer’s Leave. 

If you want more information on benefits and allowances, contact:

• The medical social worker in the hospital you are attending

• Citizens Information – Tel: 0761 074 000

• Department of Employment Affairs and Social Protection – 

Tel: 1890 662 244 or ask to speak to a DSP representative at your

local health centre or DSP office. 

Always have your PPS number to hand when you are asking about

entitlements and benefits. It’s also a good idea to photocopy

completed forms before posting them. 

If you have money problems

If you are getting into debt or you are in debt, the Money Advice and

Budgeting Service (MABS) can help you. MABS can look at your

situation, work out your budget, help you to deal with your debts

and manage your payments. The service is free and confidential. 

Call the MABS Helpline 0761 07 2000 for information. 
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Daffodil Centres 

Visit our Daffodil Centres, located in 13 hospitals nationwide. 

The centres are staffed by cancer nurses and trained volunteers 

who provide confidential advice, support and information to anyone

concerned about or affected by cancer

Who can use the Daffodil Centres?

Daffodil Centres are open to everyone – you don’t need an

appointment. Just call in if you want to talk or need information on

any aspect of cancer including: 

• Cancer treatments and side-effects 

• Chemotherapy group education sessions

• Emotional support 

• Practical entitlements and services 

• Living with and beyond cancer

• End-of-life services 

• Lifestyle and cancer prevention

• Local cancer support groups and centres

You can email daffodilcentreinfo@irishcancer.ie or visit

www.cancer.ie to find your local Daffodil Centre.
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Irish Cancer Society services
Our Cancer Support Department provides a range of cancer support

services for people with cancer, at home and in hospital, including:
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• Cancer Nurseline 

• Daffodil Centres 

• Survivor Support

• Support in your area

• Patient travel and financial support

services

• Night nursing

• Publications and website information

Cancer Nurseline Freephone 1800 200 700

Call our Cancer Nurseline and speak to one of our cancer nurses for

confidential advice, support and information. The Cancer Nurseline

is open Monday–Friday, 9am to 5pm. You can also email us on

cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie or visit our online community at

www.cancer.ie

For the deaf community, our Cancer Nurseline is using the 

Sign Language Interpreting Service (SLIS) using IRIS. Contact IRIS by

text 087 980 6996 or email: remote@slis.ie



Patient travel and financial support services

We provide practical and financial support for patients in need,

travelling to and from their cancer appointments. There are two

services available through the Society: 

• Travel2Care is a limited fund, made available by the National

Cancer Control Programme, for patients who are having difficulty

getting to and from their treatments while attending one of the

national centres of excellence or their approved satellite centres. 

• Irish Cancer Society Volunteer Driver Service is for patients

undergoing chemotherapy treatments who are having difficulty

getting to and from their local appointments in our partner

hospitals.  

To access either of these services please contact your hospital

healthcare professional.
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Survivor Support 

Speak to someone who has been through a cancer diagnosis. Our

trained volunteers are available to provide emotional and practical

support to anyone going through or finished with their treatment.  

Support in your area

We work with cancer support groups and centres across the country

to ensure cancer patients have access to confidential support,

including counselling. See page 102 for more information.
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Publications and website information

We provide information on a range of topics including cancer types,

treatments and side-effects, coping with cancer, children and cancer,

and financial concerns. Visit our website www.cancer.ie or call our

Cancer Nurseline for free copies of our publications.
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Irish Cancer Society Night Nursing

We provide end-of-life care for cancer patients in their own home.

We offer up to 10 nights of care for each patient. Our service allows

patients to remain at home for the last days of their lives

surrounded by their families and loved ones. This is the only service

of its kind in the Republic, providing palliative nursing care at night

to cancer patients.

The health professional who is looking after your loved one can

request a night nurse for you, so talk to your palliative care team

member, GP or public health nurse about this.
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If you would like more
information on any of our
services, call our Cancer
Nurseline on 1800 200 700
or visit a Daffodil Centre.



• Complementary therapies like massage, reflexology and

acupuncture

• Specialist services such as prosthesis or wig fitting and manual

lymph drainage

• Mind and body sessions, for example, yoga and tai chi

• Expressive therapies such as creative writing and art

• Free Irish Cancer Society publications and other high-quality,

trustworthy information on a range of topics

Cancer support services usually have a drop-in service where you

can call in for a cup of tea and find out what’s available.

You can call our Cancer Nurseline on Freephone 1800 200 700 to

find your nearest cancer support centre. Or see our online directory

at http://www.cancer.ie/support/support-in-your-area/directory
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Local cancer support services
The Irish Cancer Society works with cancer support services all over

Ireland. They have a range of services for cancer patients and their

families, during and after treatment, many of which are free. For

example:

• Professional counselling (the Irish Cancer Society funds up to 8

sessions of free one-to-one counselling in many affiliated support

services)

• Support groups, often led by professionals like social workers,

counsellors, psychologists, or cancer nurses

• Special exercise programmes, like the Irish Cancer Society’s

Strides for Life walking group programme

• Stress management and relaxation techniques, such as

mindfulness and meditation
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Type of support Names (fill in)

People who make me feel 

good about myself

People who help me to 

cheer up

People who help me to feel 

positive about my future

People I can talk to about 

my physical symptoms

People I can talk to about 

my emotions

People I can talk to when 

I’m frightened

People I can cry with

People I can rely on  

in a crisis

People I can be quiet with

People who are good 

listeners

People I can be totally 

myself with

People who give me honest 

criticism when I need it

Type of support Names (fill in)

People who help me to see 

all sides of a situation when 

I’m making a decision

People who have the same 

interests and hobbies 

as me

People I can reminisce 

with

People I can talk to about 

spiritual matters

People who give me sound 

advice about legal matters

People who give me sound 

advice about financial 

matters

People who give me sound 

advice about insurance 

matters

People who give me sound 

advice about employment 

matters

People who are frank with 

me about my illness

People who give me  

explanations about my  

illness and treatment

People who are coping 

well with cancer

People who benefit from 

talking to me

Deciding who to talk to
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need for improved communication, information and support for cancer

patients and their families throughout diagnosis and treatment. We would
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Questions to ask your doctor
Here is a list of questions people often want to ask. There is also

some space for you to write down your own questions if you wish.

Do ask questions – it is always better to ask than to worry.

• How am I likely to feel throughout my illness?

• What can I do to cope?

• Is there someone I can talk to about my fears and concerns?

• What are my chances of getting anxiety or depression?

• How can I deal with depression if it occurs?

• How can I cope with the changes in my body as a result of cancer?

• Are there any support groups available?

• Is there anyone that I can speak to about my spiritual or religious

needs?

• Can someone help me talk to other members of my family about

what is happening to me? 

• What support is available for other people in my family, such as

my partner, carer or children?



Join the Irish Cancer Society team
If you want to make a difference to people affected by cancer, join

our team! 

Support people affected by cancer 

Reaching out directly to people with cancer is one of the most

rewarding ways to help:

• Help people needing lifts to hospital by becoming a volunteer

driver

• Give one-on-one support to someone newly diagnosed with

cancer as part of our Survivor Support programme

• Give information and support to people concerned about or

affected by cancer at one of our hospital-based Daffodil Centres

Share your experiences 

Use your voice to bring reassurance to cancer patients and their

families, help people to connect with our services or inspire them to

get involved as a volunteer:

• Share your cancer story 

• Tell people about our services

• Describe what it’s like to organise or take part in a fundraising

event

Raise money

All our services are funded by the public’s generosity: 

• Donate direct

• Take part in one of our fundraising events or challenges

• Organise your own event

Contact our Cancer Nurseline on Freephone 1800 200 700 if you

want to get involved!

Did you like this booklet?

We would love to hear your comments or suggestions. 

Please email reviewers@irishcancer.ie 
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Irish Cancer Society
43/45 Northumberland Road, Dublin 4

T: 01 231 0500
E: info@irishcancer.ie
W: www.cancer.ie

Cancer Nurseline Freephone 1800 200 700
Email: cancernurseline@irishcancer.ie

Find us on Facebook
Follow us on Twitter: @IrishCancerSoc


