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Many cancer patients 
struggle with navigating 
their identities as someone 
who has had cancer.  Some 
feel strongly that they are 
“survivors” and use that 
term to identify themselves.  
Others find that term to be 
awkward and find that it 
does not resonate for them 

with their own experience.  
Related to that is how, 
when, and why to talk 
about having had cancer.  

Clearly, the experience 
of having cancer varies 
widely based on what type 
of cancer, what treatment 
was utilized, how much the 
cancer disrupted a person’s 
life, and the individual’s 
own personality traits.  
But most cancer patients 
have to grapple with the 
experience of talking 
about their experience 
to those around them, 
and they often find that 
they have to make split-
second decisions about 
who to tell and under what 
circumstances.

I always tell my patients 
that their experience with 
cancer is their own private 
health information.  They 
do not have to tell those 
around them if they do 

not wish to.  If others 
know and ask about it, it 
is perfectly ok to say, “I’d 
rather not talk about it.”  
Most of the time, however, 
patients want some people 
in their lives to know and 
perhaps others not.  I will 
often use the metaphor of 
layers of an onion.  The 
center of the onion is the 
individual’s most important 
relationships, and the next 
layer is close friends and 
family, and so on.  The 
outmost layers are those 
acquaintances who are 
mostly insignificant.  If 
you can identify who falls 
where in the layers of the 
onion, it can help you 
understand the layers 
of emotional intimacy in 
your connections and help 
you make decisions about 
which layers should know 
which information.

Choosing how you share 
or don’t share information 

helps you feel more in 
control of your experience, 
which is an important 
aspect of healing from 
cancer.  Make conscious, 
purposeful decisions 
based on reflection and 
introspection about how, 
when, and with whom you 
share this highly personal 
information.  
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