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All of the cancer patients I 
work with have one thing 
in common:  they want to 
be long-term survivors.  
They want to survive their 
treatment, heal from the 
difficulties they encountered 
along the way, and be a 
cancer “survivor” for a 
long, long time.  During 
treatment, however, the 
challenges of survivorship 
are rarely addressed, 
and those who see me 
often express that they 
have many physical and 
psychological challenges in 

survivorship that they did 
not expect.

I will not go into the all 
the potential physical 
challenges of cancer 
survivorship, except to 
say that those physical 
challenges sometimes 
come as a surprise.  Many 
people think that, if 
they get through active 
treatment, such as surgery, 
chemotherapy, radiation 
therapy and so forth, 
that physical healing is 
complete, which is often 
not the case.  This, in itself, 
presents a psychological 
challenge that many do not 
understand.  Also, I often 
tell my patients that, once 
you have had cancer, you 
never have the privilege of 
being “carefree” about your 
health again.  There is a 
real loss there, and people 
grieve the loss of their 
carefreeness about their 
health.  There are often 
ongoing physical challenges 
that have to be attended 

to on a regular basis, 
changing how they allocate 
time and attention to their 
healthcare.

Psychologically, the 
experience of cancer 
changes a person.  
Having such a serious, 
often life-threatening 
illness challenges our 
sense of security in the 
world and makes us feel 
vulnerable and insecure 
about our safety.  It takes 
time and effort to recover 
from this, and I often ask 
people to create a conscious 
and purposeful strategy 
to heal from the 
psychological wounds.  

It is helpful to accept 
and even embrace our 
vulnerability, which helps 
us to know what is within 
our control and what is 
not.  Taking control in 
those areas where we 
can helps us to gain a 
sense of stability again.  
A reevaluation of values 

and priorities can help us 
feel a sense of purpose 
and meaning in our lives, 
and taking stock of our 
important relationships 
helps as well.  

I encourage cancer 
survivors to reach out for 
support through a qualified 
mental health professional 
or survivorship support 
group, both of which 
can help with managing 
the challenges of cancer 
survivorship.
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