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When you are diagnosed with  
cancer, whether for the first time 
or with a recurrence, you might 
not know how to cope with all the 
changes in your life. You might 
wonder, “How am I going to handle 
this, along with my everyday life? 
Now cancer is my life.”

Without a doubt, coping with  
cancer can be challenging. Cancer 
can change many things, including 
your lifestyle, quality of life, your 
plans for the future and your life 
goals and desires. But coping with 
cancer IS possible, and it doesn’t 
have to become your whole life.

Sometimes, the way we think 
about stressful events can leave 
us feeling even more worried and 
overwhelmed.1  For example, we 
might focus only on the negative 
parts of the situation, or the worst 
possible outcome. Or, we might 
expect ourselves to handle things 
completely on our own and never 
ask for help. We might even think 
that there is nothing we can do to 
feel better. 

Here are some of the mental traps2 
we fall into:

Negative mental filters. Only taking 
the negative into account, despite the 
evidence (“My scan shows that the 
treatment is working, but I think the 
cancer is still growing.”)

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) is a type of therapy that people 
can use to cope with a cancer diagnosis. Whether on your own or with 
the help of a trained clinician, you can apply CBT principles to many 
instances in your everyday life. CBT can help you manage your feelings, 
challenge some of your negative thoughts, and replace them with more 
helpful ones. 
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Black-and-white thinking. Seeing 
things in extremes (“I’m either going 
to be cured or I’m going to die.”)

Mind-reading. Assuming that we 
know what others are thinking and 
why (“My friend hasn’t called me 
to see how I’m doing because she 
doesn’t care about me.”)

“Should” statements. Imposing 
unrealistic “shoulds” on ourselves  
(“I should not burden my friends 
and family or ask for help, no  
matter what.”)3

Instead of getting stuck in these 
traps, however, we can practice 
different ways of talking to ourselves 
that help us cope better.

USING CBT TECHNIQUES

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy 
(CBT) can teach us how to manage 
stressful experiences. Of course, it 
is normal to have negative thoughts 
and feelings about cancer. Although 
feelings seem automatic and 
uncontrollable, they are caused by 
thoughts and beliefs about the things 
that happen to us. The question to 
ask is: “are these thoughts helping 
me to cope with cancer or getting in 
the way of coping with it?” Thinking 
something different helps us do 
something different.
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Remember, it is okay to have negative thoughts 
and feelings when faced with a cancer diagnosis. 
But have those thoughts become patterns? 
Are they overwhelming you? If so, talking to a 
counselor or therapist may help you break those 
patterns, look at all sides of your situation, and 
develop a better quality of life.

A CancerCare social worker can help you use CBT 
techniques. Call our Hopeline at 800-813-4673  
for more information on our counseling services.

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON CBT:

https://www.beckinstitute.org/get-informed/ 
what-is-cognitive-therapy/

http://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/
cognitive-behavioral-therapy/home/ovc-20186868
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Here is a CBT skill that you can try at home, in 
the waiting room, or during treatment:

1. First, try to identify your distressing thoughts  
 as they occur. Write them down.

2. When do you tend to have these thoughts?   
 Are they triggered by certain events?

3. How do you feel when having these thoughts?

4. How does your body feel?

5. What do you usually do to cope with these   
 thoughts and feelings? Is it helpful?

For example, if you think, “I absolutely can’t 
stand getting chemo anymore” the next time you 
go for treatment, you might feel anxious, fearful, 
or angry. You might get an upset stomach, snap 
at someone, or avoid getting treatment. Try 
asking yourself these questions:

What is the evidence for my thought or belief? 
“I get very upset whenever I enter the treatment 
room. My stomach is in knots when I see the 
chemo chair.”

What is the evidence contrary to my belief? 
“Even though I feel anxious, I usually show up  
for treatment. My stomach eventually relaxes  
and I can sit down.”

What would my friend think about my belief? 
“He would tell me that I can handle more than I 
think, that I’ve dealt with hard things in the past. 
I’ve gotten treatment before and I know the drill.” 

What is a more helpful way to look at this? 
“Getting chemo is an unpleasant experience,  
but it’s not the end of the world. I have been 
dealing with it, and with support, I can continue 
to do so. Maybe next time I feel like skipping  
my treatment, I can call a friend or do some  
deep breathing.”

Acknowledge what is true about your negative 
beliefs, but then remember that few things in life 
are true in every instance all the time. You might 
not be able to control getting cancer, but you can 
control how you think about it. In what ways are 
you still able to live your life? 

CancerCare® Can Help
Founded in 1944, CancerCare is the leading national 
organization providing free support services and 
information to help people manage the emotional, 
practical and financial challenges of cancer. Our 
comprehensive services include counseling and 
support groups over the phone, online and in-person, 
educational workshops, publications and financial and 
co-payment assistance. All CancerCare services are 
provided by professional oncology social workers and 
world-leading cancer experts.

To learn more, visit www.cancercare.org or  
call 800-813-HOPE (4673).
Facebook: facebook.com/cancercare
Twitter: @cancercare
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