Coping with a
cancer diagnosis
Everyone reacts to a diagnosis of cancer differently. It is often difficult to take in the diagnosis
immediately. It is normal to ask ‘why me?’ or to feel sad, angry, helpless or worried about your
future. Talk to your doctor about what your diagnosis means for you.
Having cancer doesn’t mean you need to lose hope. The outlook
for many cancers is improving constantly.
Telling others
Sharing your diagnosis isn’t easy. You may feel uncomfortable
talking about it. You may be unsure how you will react when you
tell your family and friends and how they will respond. It’s up
to you who you tell and how much detail you give. When other
people know it may help you and your family share your anxiety
and fears. You don’t have to face cancer alone.
Tips for telling others
• Break the news when you feel ready.
• Choose a quiet time and place.
• Ask for help. Family and friends may be able to tell others if
you don’t feel like it.
• Be prepared for questions.
• Draw boundaries. You don’t have to share every detail about
your diagnosis with everyone.
Helping your family adjust
Cancer is difficult for everyone it affects. Your family needs to
adjust to the diagnosis too. Family members may experience
stress as roles change and they learn to adapt and cope. They
may feel uncomfortable because they don’t know what to say
but feel they should say something. They may experience similar
fears, anger and anxieties as you. If your family has difficulty
talking about the cancer it may help to speak to a counsellor or
have them go to the doctor or hospital with you. This may help
them accept your illness.
How do I tell the children?
Children usually sense something is wrong even if they don’t
know what it is. By telling your children you will give them an
opportunity to ask questions and express their feelings about
what is happening. Reassure your children that the cancer is not
their fault – it’s not anyone’s fault. What and how much you tell
your children will depend on their ages.

Helping your friends adjust
Your friends may be looking for ways to adjust and support you
with your diagnosis. They may want guidance on how to support
and be with you. Let them know how they can help you. If you
think of something they can do, it may make it easier for both
of you.
There are resources available to organise help from friends
and family such as Gather my crew. See also Cancer Council’s
booklets, Caring for Someone with Cancer.
Looking after yourself
Learning to live day-to-day may be hard and every day is likely
to be different. Many people find that keeping busy helps them
to feel that life stretches before them.
Tips for looking after yourself
• Stay active and exercise regularly if you can. The amount and
type of exercise you do will depend on what you are used to
and how well you feel.
• A balanced and nutritious diet will help you to keep as well
as possible and better cope with the cancer and treatment
side-effects.
• Do as much as you can – sometimes this may be less than you
are used to.
• Let your doctor know if you are having trouble sleeping.
• If you are in pain, ask your doctor for help.
• Seek practical and financial help if you need it.
• Organise documents in relation to your healthcare and legal
wishes and talk about it with loved ones.
Remember, if you have any concerns or questions, please
contact your doctor.

If you don’t feel you can tell them, ask a trusted friend or family
member to talk to your children. To help your children cope:
•
•
•
•
•
•

tell them how you are feeling
give them the opportunity to discuss their feelings and fears
answer their questions simply and honestly
reassure them you love them
do things together
assure them that cancer is not contagious.

Contact Cancer Council to ask for a free copy of the booklet
Talking to Kids About Cancer or download it from the website.

WHERE CAN I GET RELIABLE INFORMATION?
Cancer Council 13 11 20
Information and support for you and your family
for the cost of a local call anywhere in Australia.
www.cancer.org.au
Gather my crew
gathermycrew.org
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