
TALKING WITH 
SOMEONE WHO 
HAS CANCER 
You may not know what to say to someone 
who has cancer. That’s OK. It’s normal, but it’s 
important not to avoid a loved one because of it. 

Here are some questions people often have 
about talking with someone who has cancer.

HOW DO I START THE CONVERSATION?
Acknowledge your uncertainty by saying something like, “I heard about your diagnosis, and I don’t 
know what to say.  How are you doing?” Then simply listen.  

HOW DO I CONTINUE THE CONVERSATION?
•	 Take your cues from the person who has cancer. Let your loved one know you are open to 

talking whenever he or she feels like it.  
•	 Don’t let your feelings and fears take over the conversation. Your job is to listen and try to 

understand how the person feels.
•	 Accept and support your loved one in the decisions he or she makes. Avoid giving advice. It 

can add stress.
•	 Offer to help. Suggest specific tasks you can do and arrange a day and time when you are 

available.  
•	 Keep the help going as the months go by, not just in the early weeks after a diagnosis.
•	 Talk about topics other than cancer. Patients often need a break from talking about their 

illness and appreciate the opportunity to focus on something else.

WHAT PHRASES SHOULD I AVOID? 
•	 “I know just how you feel.” Nobody knows exactly how another person feels.
•	 “You should try (insert special diet, certain supplement, etc.)…” Advice can add stress. If you 

want to offer advice, ask if your loved one wants it first. 
•	 “My aunt (or mom, or neighbor, etc.) had cancer, and…” Everyone is different and these stories 

may not be helpful.
•	 “I’m sure everything will be fine.” Outcomes are often uncertain. Instead, offer assurances 

you will be available and supportive, no matter what.
•	 “Don’t worry.” “Think positive.” “Don’t give up the fight!”  
•	 “How long do you have?” Be careful asking questions. There are many unknowns in cancer 

care and too many questions can become tiresome.
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RESOURCES AT OUR LIBRARY
Check out the Enloe Health Health & Wellness Resource Center for these great publications:

•	 “Cancer: Exploring Your Path” by Teresa Matthews  

•	 “The Art of Being a Healing Presence: A Guide for Those in Caring Relationships” by James E. Miller

This free public library also offers internet access and tech help for MyChart and Zoom. For library hours, 
call 530-332-3856 or visit www.enloe.org/library, where you can also access our online catalogue.

ONLINE & TELEPHONE RESOURCES 
Suggested internet resources are not intended to take the place of talking to your physician or 
other health care provider. Always consult with your care team if you have questions about your 
medications, symptoms and health problems.

www.cancercare.org 
Search “Talking with someone with cancer.”

To learn about free monthly support groups and classes at Enloe Health,  
visit www.enloe.org/events. 

Need more resources? Call the Supportive Care Team at 530-332-3856 or  
email cancersupport@enloe.org.
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