
Cancer is often thought of as a disease of the body; however, it also has a serious impact on the emotional 

well-being of those battling it.  Just hearing the word cancer is enough to elicit powerful, negative emotions like 

fear, dread and significant anxiety.  Living with the condition is that much more difficult. When a person with 

cancer has negative emotions that persist, he or she is highly vulnerable to developing depression or anxiety — 

conditions that compound stress and further interfere with daily life. Major depression affects anywhere from 

15% to 25% of all cancer patients. 

Addiction is another real risk for cancer patients. Painkillers can provide a significant amount of relief for people 

with cancer pain, and often, they’re considered vital in preserving a person’s quality of life. But painkillers can 

also be intensely strong, and issues of addiction are a concern in some people with cancer. 

TIPS FOR COPING 

Finding healthy ways to cope is essential for regaining and maintaining your quality of life.  It’s much easier to 

focus on healing your physical health when your mood is normal and you’re not weighed down with anxiety.  It 

may also improve your chances of survival.  Following are several tips to help alleviate or prevent depression 

and anxiety, especially if you’re battling or recovering from cancer: 
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Seek mental health treatment. The focus on treating cancer makes it easy to overlook the need for treating 

symptoms of depression or anxiety. Research suggests that anxiety, in particular, is undertreated in cancer 

patients. A mental health professional will help you work through and manage negative emotions in a 

healthy way. 

Take care of your physical and emotional wellbeing. Regular exercise has been shown to help both anxiety 

and depression.  Cardio types of exercise, such as jogging or brisk walking, triggers the release of 

endorphins.  These chemicals are the body’s natural mood boosters.  Regular exercise also reduces

stress, boosts self-confidence, and enhances sleep – all things that also positively impact mood.  If you 

have physical limitations, ask your physician to recommend safe, doable exercises. Stress relief 

techniques, such as yoga, guided imagery, or meditation, will also benefit both anxiety and depression by 

producing a deeper sense of calm — when practiced regularly.   

Seek support from your family. A strong support system is important for keeping both depression and 

anxiety at bay. Research suggests family functioning plays a role in cancer patients’ emotional well-being. 

Individuals with lower levels of depression and anxiety were more likely to come from families that 

expressed their feelings openly, solved problems effectively, and communicated information directly [6]. If 

family conflict contributes to your stress and anxiety, consider family counseling to identify and resolve 

issues so you can focus your energy on healing. 

Join a support group. It’s also important to build connections with those who are going through similar 

experiences. Joining a cancer support group is a great way to surround yourself with a network of people 

who understand how you feel, as well as the many challenges you face. Many people draw both inspiration 

and strength from the people they encounter in support groups. 


