
COUPLES & CANCER
A cancer diagnosis doesn’t just affect the individual 
diagnosed. It also affects their significant other. 
During this time, even those in the most loving 
and secure relationships can have problems 
communicating, giving emotional support to one 
another, and resolving everyday issues. Dealing 
with cancer offers an opportunity to learn new skills 
that can make you stronger as a couple. When you 
recognize the unique contributions you each make 
to the relationship, you can solve problems more 
effectively and be a better team.

WHAT ARE COMMON CAUSES OF A 
COUPLE’S STRESS?

•	 How to talk about cancer and how to best support each other

•	 Making decisions

•	 Changes to the daily routine

•	 Financial worries and fears about the future

•	 Not feeling sexually connected

•	 Dealing with intense feelings that may come up

HOW CAN MY PARTNER AND I IMPROVE OUR  
COMMUNICATION SKILLS? 

•	 Practice active listening. Often what we need most is to be heard and understood.

•	 Don’t assume you know what your partner is feeling or thinking. 

•	 Focus on a single topic at a time. Avoid bringing up other topics or old arguments.

•	 Accept differences in communication styles and appreciate that differences can make you 
stronger as a team. 

•	 Avoid blaming. Instead, use “I” statements to describe your feelings. This is less likely to  
put your partner on the defensive.  

•	 Consider counseling. Asking for help early can help prevent bigger problems later.

•	 Express gratitude. It feels good to be appreciated. Expressing gratitude is a natural  
mood booster. 



HOW WILL TREATMENT AFFECT MY ABILITY TO BE INTIMATE  
WITH MY PARTNER? 

•	 Ask about body changes you might face during treatment and how you can prepare for 
them. Embarrassment when talking about sex is normal, but don’t let it stop you from 
getting advice from your health care team.

•	 Be open to learning new ways to improve or maintain intimacy with your significant other.  
Explore the resources suggested on this resource sheet.

•	 Be kind to yourself and patient with each other. You may need time to grieve physical losses 
you experience and adjust to your “new normal.” 

•	 Remember that many of the physical changes related to treatment are temporary.

RESOURCES AT OUR LIBRARY
Check out the Enloe Health Health & Wellness Resource Center for these great publications: 

•	  “And in Health: A Guide for Couples Facing Cancer Together” by Dan Shapiro, Ph.D.
•	 “Man Cancer Sex” by Anne Katz 
•	 “Return to Sex & Intimacy: For Cancer Survivors and Their Partners” by Michael J. Russer and 

Jacqueline V. Lopez

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 RESOURCES 
•	 CancerCare offers resources for talking to your significant other 

about cancer. | www.cancercare.org

•	 The Center for Intimacy After Cancer Therapy Inc. is a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to helping couples renew their intimacy 
after cancer. Initial questions are of no cost. If you decide to use 
their services, there is a fee. | www.renewintimacy.org

•	 The National Cancer Institute offers both patient-friendly and 
professional information about how cancer affects sexuality and 
intimacy. | www.cancer.gov

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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