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For many people, appearance can have a big impact on
body image. Any changes to your body resulting from breast
cancer and its treatment can have a lasting impact on how
you feel about yourself.
You may be anxious about your appearance after surgery.
Some people find it difficult to look at their scars or are
unhappy about the shape of their breast after surgery and
radiotherapy. You may also worry that you won’t be able to
wear the same clothes. However, with time, most people
become more confident in knowing what works for them
and what feels comfortable.
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If you are wearing a prosthesis, it can help to have a
well-fitting, supportive bra for when you are being fitted for
your permanent or a replacement prosthesis. The person
fitting your prosthesis will help you choose one that matches
the shape and size of your natural breast and advise you
about bras which will hold it comfortably and securely in
place. You might find our booklet A confident choice:
breast protheses, bras and clothes after surgery useful.
Breast Cancer Care’s Lingerie Evenings bring together women
who have had breast cancer and offer a practical guide to
what to look for in a bra. For more details see page 88.
Some people feel that their body has let them down or that
they have let their body down. You may feel you can no longer
trust your body or you may be comfortable with any changes
your body has undergone. Your body image and how you
feel about yourself after a breast cancer diagnosis is a very
personal thing.
If you had low self-confidence before your breast cancer
diagnosis you may find any lasting changes from treatment
may have an even more negative effect on how you see
yourself. Talking to your breast care nurse or GP (local doctor)
about your concerns can help.
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Our body image and self-esteem play an important part in
how we feel about our sexuality and our relationships with
others. Altered feelings about your body image and
self-esteem can therefore affect how you feel sexually.
Having low or damaged self-esteem can result in problems
in your sexual relationship. This may be because you feel
unhappy or uncomfortable with your body.
You may also be concerned about how your partner now
sees you. However you feel about your body, don’t assume
that your partner feels the same way. Sharing feelings with
your partner, being honest and talking openly can help you
understand each other. If you can explain to your partner
how you feel, however awkward or difficult this is, they will be
more able to respond to your needs.
The section on ‘Loss of self’ on page 95 explains in more
detail some of the feelings you may be having.
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Your friends may have little experience of a life-threatening
illness and what it means, and they may not be able to
respond to your needs. Some people may react in a way that
makes you feel unsupported. This doesn’t usually mean that
they don’t care, but that they’re trying to help you move on
and are unsure how or when to bring up the topic.
How you decide to deal with any changes in your
relationships depends on how much you want to talk about
what you have been through. If you still feel that talking about
your breast cancer and the continuing side effects helps, you
may need to reintroduce these topics. Alternatively, you may
be happy not to talk about your breast cancer experience
with those outside your immediate family or medical team.
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After your treatment has finished your children may expect
their ‘old’ mum back. Make sure your children have a realistic
expectation about your energy levels, how involved you can
be and where you may still need their help or understanding.
Continue talking with your children about your experience of
breast cancer even after treatment has finished.
Children tend to be more comfortable when they know
what’s happening and what to expect. You may want to talk
to them about any fears they may have for you, your partner
or their own future. The age of your children will be important
in how you communicate with them and their expectations of
you after treatment has finished. For more information
you can order our booklet Talking with your children
about breast cancer.
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If you are in a relationship you may find that it changes. It’s
important to remember that changes may be positive or
negative, and that some things will be easier to cope with
than others. These changes may be difficult to talk about
with your partner and it may take some time to resolve them.
Or you may feel your relationship is stronger as a result of
facing breast cancer together.
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You may find that the roles you and your partner had before
your breast cancer diagnosis have changed. Depending on
how your partner reacted to your breast cancer experience,
they may have become more independent or taken on the
role of carer during your treatment.
Once treatment has finished your partner may have adjusted
to their new role and want to continue this way. Or they may
want to revert back to how things were before, moving on
or pretending nothing happened. However your partner
responds, it is important that you both try to talk about any
concerns or fears. Your partner might like to read our booklet
In it together: for partners of people affected by
breast cancer.
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The quality of a relationship before breast cancer is likely
to have a large bearing on how a couple copes with the
experience of the diagnosis and treatment. Breast cancer
may not cause problems but it can aggravate existing ones.
If you had problems in your relationship (generally or sexually)
before having breast cancer it’s likely these will not have gone
away. Your illness will almost certainly make you re-evaluate
many things in your life, including your relationship.
Some people decide that they no longer want to stay in a
relationship in which they are unhappy. Others may feel they
need the security of their relationship even if it isn’t an entirely
happy one. Being able to talk openly about your situation can
mean that together you are able to find solutions. This may
be a gradual process but avoiding problems altogether can
make them more difficult to resolve in the long term.
The ‘Your sex life after breast cancer’ section on page 83
discusses how treatment may affect your sex life. It also
explains the potential effect on your partner.
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Some people find it difficult to talk about sex. You may find it
an awkward subject to discuss with your partner or a close
friend. It may be the first time that you’ve really thought about
the whole issue and what it means for you. Additionally, you
may be from a background or culture in which sex is rarely
talked about.
Your treatment team may not mention sex or intimacy,
making it harder for you to raise it if you have questions or
concerns. But your breast care nurse should be able to talk
to you about any issues you have or refer you on to other
professional help. Our booklet Sexuality, intimacy and
breast cancer talks about this in more detail.
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An illness like breast cancer not only affects the life of the
person diagnosed but also the lives of those who are close
to them, especially partners. Couples facing cancer can feel
emotional distress and when both partners are under stress
the relationship often becomes strained.
Your partner may also face a time of readjustment following
your diagnosis and treatment. How your partner responds to
you sexually may be influenced by how they reacted to your
breast cancer.
Some partners take on an overly-protective role, which
means they try to do everything for you and protect you
from any further distress. They may not want to mention or
initiate sex or intimacy for fear of upsetting or hurting you.
Some partners simply need time to accept what’s happened.
Others cannot come to terms with their partner’s breast
cancer and may emotionally push them away or even reject
them, temporarily or permanently. This rejection can be
difficult to deal with at a time when you feel vulnerable.
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If you weren’t in a relationship when you were diagnosed,
or your relationship ended after your diagnosis, meeting
someone new may mean telling them about your breast
cancer. Deciding when and how to do this can be difficult.
You may feel there isn’t a right time to talk about this or be
unable to find the words. But as you get to know someone
and feel more comfortable with them, you may find it easier
to talk about all aspects of your life, including breast cancer.
When you feel the time is right to tell your new partner they
may respond in a number of ways. They may initially be
shocked and take a little time to adjust to this news. They
may have their own anxieties and fears around cancer and
what it means to them. Or your new partner may be very
accepting and recognise that your experience of breast
cancer is now part of who you are.
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Even though your sexual activity may have decreased or
stopped completely during and after your treatment, you
may want to try and maintain a level of closeness with
your partner.
Sexual activity can include touch and other displays of
affection that don’t always lead to penetrative sex but still
result in pleasure. When you feel ready to increase your
level of sexual activity, you may want to think about making
some time specifically for you and your partner, free from
distractions. The way you communicate with each other at
this time is very important. Both of you need the opportunity
to talk about how you are feeling. It may not always be
easy to talk about sex and you may find it easier to talk
somewhere that you both feel comfortable, perhaps away
from the bedroom.
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Your concerns about the effect breast cancer has had on
your sex life will be unique to you and your circumstances.
Any of the changes you’ve experienced may affect your
confidence and feelings about yourself. You may also be
anxious about your first sexual experience following your
diagnosis, or worried things will not be the same as before.
For some women the breasts are very sensitive to sexual
stimulation. If having your breasts stimulated was an
important part of your sex life, losing a breast or changes to
a breast through surgery and radiotherapy may have a big
impact on your sexual satisfaction. This sense of loss may be
shared by your partner if they gained sexual pleasure from
the look or feel of your breasts. You and your partner may
want to change your focus to other areas of the body and
explore other areas sensitive to sexual stimulation (erogenous
areas) to help you feel sexually satisfied. Some women find
sex toys, such as vibrators and clitoral stimulators, helpful in
finding out more about what gives pleasure.
It’s important for you to feel you can still be part of a sexual
relationship without comparing things now to how they
were before. You and your partner may need to find ways of
adapting to the changes resulting from your breast cancer,
and this can take time, patience and effort from both of you.
It may take time for your confidence to return and for you to
feel comfortable having sex again.
Loss of libido and vaginal dryness are common problems
experienced by women who have had treatment for breast
cancer and these can make it more difficult to have sex.
Our booklet Sexuality, intimacy and breast cancer
discusses these issues in more detail and offers some
possible solutions.
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For more confidence when choosing a bra after surgery,
join other women who have had breast cancer at one of
our Lingerie Evenings. It’s a practical guide to what to look
for in a bra, an opportunity to be fitted and a chance to see
how lingerie looks on a volunteer model who has had breast
cancer themselves.
Held in high street stores or smaller boutiques, Lingerie
Evenings always take place in private areas so it’s a safe,
relaxed environment where you can meet others in a similar
situation and share experiences. For more information call
the Helpline on 0808 800 6000 or visit our website.
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The Administrator, BASRT, PO Box 13686
London SW20 9ZH
Tel: 020 8543 2707
Email: info@basrt.org.uk
Website: www.basrt.org.uk
The national specialist charity for sexual and relationship
therapy with over thirty years of experience.

@SZObS
Tel: 0300 100 1234
Website: www.relate.org.uk
Relate offers advice, relationship counselling, sex therapy,
workshops, mediation, consultations and support
face-to-face, by phone and through their website.
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Website: www.riprap.org.uk
A website for children and young people who have a parent
with cancer.
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Dr Darja Brandenburg, Lorraine Grover, Barry Quinn
This booklet can be downloaded free of charge at
www.sda.uk.net/downloads/sexuality-intimacy-for-cancerpatients.pdf
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If there have been permanent changes to the way you look
or feel you’ll probably need some time to grieve for what has
been lost. This is perfectly natural and you don’t have to push
these thoughts away. It can take a long time to get used to
the changes that have taken place and to adjust to life after
breast cancer.

:]aa]TaSZT
You may feel that life as you knew it has been disrupted by
the diagnosis of breast cancer and that you have lost a sense
of who you are. It is not uncommon for people to feel their
body has let them down or that they need to exert some
control over their lives at a time when they feel unsure about
the future and the changes in their body. During this time you
may experience a number of emotions from anger and fear,
to shock and disbelief.
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The way you relate to others can be affected as you recover.
Those around you may be eager for you to return to the
person they knew before you were diagnosed. If you are
struggling with a loss of your identity, it can make it difficult to
relate to others and for them to relate to you. This in turn can
make you feel very isolated and alone.
You may feel you have to behave as though you are fine and
coping well, even when you are not. It is important to try to
talk to those around you about how you feel and to look at
ways you can work together to help you move on with your
life. Not talking may make you feel increasingly isolated and
your feelings of loss of self may be harder to overcome.
Explaining how you feel to those around you can better equip
them to help you rebuild your sense of self and your place
in the world. This process can take time so be patient with
yourself. Allow yourself to acknowledge what you have been
through and begin to look at ways to move on with your life.
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At times you may feel you have lost your identity and this can
affect a number of areas of your life.
Fatigue may restrict your ability to be as active as you
would like to be. This may reduce the hours you are able
to work and may affect your social life, both of which can
heighten your feelings of isolation.
Finding it difficult to work and maintain relationships can
be challenging and this can add to the feelings of loss you
are experiencing.
Your sexuality and how attractive you feel may have been
affected by breast surgery or menopausal symptoms
caused by hormone treatment or chemotherapy.
It’s important to know that many people experience these
types of issues. Try to identify the area that is having the
biggest impact and make some gradual changes.
The section on ‘Fatigue’ on page 20 suggests ways to
manage fatigue that you may find useful. If you think you
might benefit from counselling to help you overcome these
feelings, you can also find more information on page 101.
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If you are finding it difficult to move on after treatment has
finished, you might want to talk to someone about how
you’re feeling. This could be your breast care nurse or GP
(local doctor) and they can advise you if more specialist
psychological help would be beneficial. Talking to someone
who has had a similar experience may also help. You can
do this through a local support group or with Breast Cancer
Care’s One-to-One Support service. For more details see
page 118.
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There are various techniques and talking therapies
specifically designed to help you cope at a difficult time.
Distraction: involves learning to focus on the things around
you so that you can shut out negative thoughts.
Relaxation, visualisation and meditation: can be used
separately or together to reduce stress and tension, relax
the mind and body and help improve wellbeing.
Counselling: one-to-one counselling takes place in a
private and confidential setting. You will be able to explore
feelings such as anger, anxiety and grief which can be
related to your cancer diagnosis, making them easier to
understand and cope with.
Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT): can help you to
change patterns of thinking and behaviour that may
be stopping you from moving forward. Unlike some
techniques, it focusses on problems and difficulties you
are having in the ‘here and now’. Instead of exploring
causes of your distress or symptoms in the past, it looks
for ways to improve your state of mind in the present.
If you think you might benefit from these techniques, your
breast care nurse or GP may be able to advise you on how
to access them.
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Some people become depressed because of the impact
of breast cancer and this can happen at any stage during
diagnosis and treatment, and/or after treatment has finished.
You may describe your mood as being depressed when you
feel low in energy and are generally gloomy and lacking in
motivation. You may feel that the enjoyment has gone from
your life and you can’t imagine things getting better. Many
people who are depressed feel unable to maintain their usual
social contacts and so feel isolated and unsupported.
This can be made worse by having fewer hospital trips or
none at all, and those close to you getting on with their lives
and expecting you to carry on with the life you had before
breast cancer.
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If you find that negative thoughts are interfering with your life
and they don’t go away within a few weeks or keep coming
back, it may indicate that you are depressed.
If you or those close to you are worried because you have
any of the following, you should talk to your GP (local
doctor) or hospital team, who can refer you to a counsellor,
psychiatrist or psychologist for help and support.
Loss of enjoyment and interest in everyday things and
experiences.
Loss of interest in your appearance.
Persistent thoughts such as ‘I can’t be bothered’ or
‘what’s the point?’
Withdrawing from others (not going out or socialising).
Feeling more tearful and irritable than usual.
Difficulty concentrating.
Difficulty sleeping or wanting to sleep all the time.
Loss of appetite or over-eating.
Feeling very low in mood or even suicidal.
You don’t have to ignore these feelings and struggle on.
Realising that there is a problem and getting help is the most
important thing you can do.
There’s nothing to be ashamed of in admitting that you are
feeling depressed, or finding it hard to cope, and that you
need professional help. Some people find it particularly hard
to seek professional advice but it can help to relieve these
symptoms and allow you to regain control of your life.
1OZZ]c`6SZ^ZW\S]\&&&$
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Anxiety and depression are a natural reaction to the
experience of breast cancer. Emotional support from your
family and friends and healthcare professionals can be of
help at this time. Professional support such as counselling
can also be of benefit and your breast care nurse or your GP
will be able to direct you to services in your area.

/\bWRS^`SaaO\ba
While many people do not like the idea of taking tablets,
antidepressant drugs may be recommended if you are
depressed. It usually takes around two to six weeks before
you notice the effects and start to feel an improvement in
mood, although it may take longer to feel the full benefits.
Antidepressants can be an extra support during a particularly
difficult period.

A]c`QSa]Tac^^]`b
Joining a cancer support group to meet others with a similar
experience may be helpful. You can search for support
groups near you on the Breast Cancer Care Services Map
at www.breastcancercare.org.uk/map and on the
Macmillan Cancer Support website.
You can call our Helpline on 0808 800 6000 for information
and support. Alternatively, you can email a Breast Cancer
Care nurse through the Ask the Nurse service on our
website. All emails are treated confidentially. Visit
www.breastcancercare.org.uk/atn to submit a short
form that includes your question and a nurse will reply.
Samaritans provides confidential non-judgemental emotional
support, 24 hours a day for people who are experiencing
feelings of distress or despair. You can call them on
08457 90 90 90, or email jo@samaritans.org
The Department of Health and the Mental Health Foundation
have more information on talking therapies that you may find
helpful. See ‘Further support’ on page 118 for more details.
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7[^`]dW\UeSZZPSW\Uj#

1OZZ]c`6SZ^ZW\S]\&&&$

$j2WSbO\RSfS`QWaS

2WSbO\RSfS`QWaS
3ObW\UO\RR`W\YW\UO`SO\W[^]`bO\b^O`b]T]c`
ZWdSaO\ReVS\g]c¿dSVORP`SOabQO\QS`g]c[Og
PSQ][SSdS\[]`SOeO`S]TeVObg]cSObO\R
R`W\Y=`g]c[OgaW[^ZgeO\bb]TW\R]cbWTRWSb
QO\^ZOgO`]ZSW\g]c``SQ]dS`gO\RTcbc`SVSOZbV
7Tg]c¿dS^cb]\eSWUVb
Some people find they put on weight during and after
treatment, which can be distressing. This may be due to:
taking less exercise than normal and generally being
less active
eating more when anxious
side effects of some drugs
the body retaining fluid
a natural or early menopause which makes you more likely
to put on weight, particularly around the waist.
If you want to lose weight after treatment, aim for a realistic
weight loss of about 0.5–1kg (1–2lb) a week until you reach
your ideal weight. To achieve this you will need to reduce the
amount of food you eat, especially foods containing fat and
sugar, and increase the amount of exercise and activity in
your daily routine.
It is not healthy to be either underweight or overweight. Your
GP (local doctor) or practice nurse will be able to advise you
about your ideal weight. They can also give healthy diet and
lifestyle advice, and help you monitor your progress. For
more information, see our DVD Eating well, being active.
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Loss of weight can be a problem for some people due to
poor appetite, anxiety, or feeling nauseous. Simple changes
to your diet can help you maintain or put on weight. These
include adding more starchy carbohydrate and protein, which
you can find in foods such as wholemeal pasta and brown
rice, cheese, lean meat and fish.
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Most experts agree that a healthy diet is balanced and varied
and provides all the right nutrients needed for your health. For
a healthy diet, it is important to:
eat a variety of different foods
eat the right amount to be a healthy weight
eat plenty of foods rich in fibre
eat at least five portions of fruit and/or vegetables a day
limit foods that contain a lot of fat, especially animal
(saturated) fat
limit sugary food and drinks
lower your salt intake
moderate your alcohol intake
drink around two litres of fluids a day (such as water or
herbal tea)
enjoy your food.

DWaWbeeeP`SOabQO\QS`QO`S]`UcY

7[^`]dW\UeSZZPSW\Uj'

Most foods can be included in a healthy diet as long as
you get the right balance. A balanced diet should be made
up of a variety of starchy foods such as bread, rice, pasta
(preferably wholemeal), potato, plenty of fruit and vegetables,
lean meat, fish, and some low fat dairy foods.
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Some people who have had breast cancer choose to follow
an alternative diet to enable them to feel more in control of
their lives, which is something they may have lost during their
treatment. Although some of the theories about the possible
causes of breast cancer and ways of preventing it are linked
to diet, there is no conclusive scientific evidence to show that
any type of diet will stop the cancer coming back.
Some complementary or alternative diets can be too
restricting, which can lead to a deficiency of nutrients and
complications such as anaemia (lack of red blood cells) or
osteoporosis (weakening or thinning of the bone).
If you are thinking about changing your diet or want to find
out more about different diets, you may find it helpful to talk
to your medical team or a dietitian. Our factsheet Diet and
breast cancer also has more information on this subject.
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It can be difficult to begin or restart exercise after breast
cancer treatment but regular exercise will have a positive
impact on your wellbeing. It will also help to:
increase your range of movement
prevent long-term problems with arm and shoulder
movement
reduce the risk of lymphoedema
reduce fatigue during and after treatment
reduce blood pressure and boost your immune system.
Before you start any exercise it’s important that you discuss it
with your GP or breast care nurse, and then begin gently and
build up gradually.
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Picking an activity that you enjoy will help you stick with it. Try
to choose from aerobic-type activities such as brisk walking,
cycling, swimming or dancing. Anything that increases your
heart rate will have health benefits. You will also benefit from
light toning or conditioning exercises and stretching.
Our DVD Getting fitter, feeling stronger (included in this
pack) contains an exercise class that is suitable for people
who have had treatment for breast cancer. This class is
tailored to people at all levels of fitness, whether you take part
in exercise regularly or are just beginning.
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Doing 20–30 minutes of moderate exercise such as brisk
walking at least three times per week is ideal, but this can be
a lot for some people to achieve. It may help to break up the
time you spend exercising into small, more manageable bits
throughout the day. And remember, if it feels too difficult or it
hurts, stop what you’re doing. Starting slowly and building up
your activity is the best way to create a regular habit.
Breast Cancer Care offers a number of walking opportunities
that will allow you to introduce some exercise into your
routine. For more information see the ‘Getting involved’
section on page 153.
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Popular types of complementary therapies include:
acupuncture
aromatherapy
healing and reiki
herbal medicine
homeopathy
hypnotherapy
massage and shiatsu
reflexology
yoga, tai chi and chi gung
relaxation, visualisation and meditation.
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Complementary therapies should only ever be used
alongside conventional medical treatments and for this
reason they differ from ‘alternative’ therapies, which are used
instead of conventional medical treatment.
While it is important to remember that complementary
therapies are not a cure for cancer, they may help to relieve
some of the problems linked to a breast cancer diagnosis
or with the side effects of medical treatment. For example,
massage might encourage relaxation, while acupuncture may
help with nausea or pain.
Compared to conventional medical treatments there is very
little reliable evidence to show that complementary therapies
work. For this reason it can be difficult to judge how effective
complementary therapies will be for you and also whether
they will have any adverse impact. Doctors will often advise
you to avoid certain therapies (particularly herbal remedies) if
it is not known how they may interact with your treatment for
breast cancer. You should always tell your complementary
therapy practitioner about your medical treatments before
you begin.
For more information on this, order our booklet
Complementary therapies.
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www.breastcancercare.org.uk/map
This is an interactive tool, designed to help you find breast
cancer services in your local area, wherever you live in
the UK.
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Our One-to-One Support service can put you in touch with
someone to talk to who knows what you’re going through.
For more information call the Helpline on 0808 800 6000.
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Head Office, Effie Road, London SW6 1TB
Tel: 020 7384 0099
Website: www.breastcancerhaven.org.uk
Email: info@breastcancerhaven.org.uk
Provides support, information and complementary therapies
to help anyone affected by breast cancer. Its services are
free of charge to anyone affected by breast cancer. Also
produces Haven at Home DVD and audio podcasts of
some therapies.
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89 Albert Embankment, London SE1 7UQ
General enquiries: 020 7840 7840
Helpline: 0808 808 00 00
Website: www.macmillan.org.uk
Textphone: 0808 808 0121 or Text Relay
Macmillan Cancer Support provides practical, medical,
emotional and financial support to people living with cancer
and their carers and families. Over the phone, its cancer
support specialists can answer questions about cancer
types and treatments, provide practical and financial support
to help people live with cancer, and are there if someone
just wants to talk. Its website features expert, high-quality
information on cancer types and treatments, emotional,
financial and practical help, and an online community where
people can share information and support. Macmillan also
funds expert health and social care professionals such as
nurses, doctors and benefits advisers.
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London Office, 9th Floor Sea Containers House,
20 Upper Ground, London SE1 9QB
Tel: 020 7803 110
Website: www.mentalhealth.org.uk
The Mental Health Foundation is a leading UK charity that
provides information, carries out research, campaigns and
works to improve services for anyone affected by mental
health problems, whatever their age and wherever they live.
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15–19 Broadway, London E15 4BQ
Tel: 020 8519 2122
MindinfoLine: 0845 766 0163
Email: contact@mind.org.uk
Website: www.mind.org.uk
Mind is an organisation for people who are concerned
about their mental and emotional health. Its services include
a confidential helpline, drop-in centres, counselling and a
range of publications offering coping strategies for life.

AO[O`WbO\a
Chris, PO Box 9090, Stirling FK8 2SA
Tel: 08457 90 90 90
Email: joe@samaritans.org
Website: www.samaritans.org
Samaritans provides confidential non-judgemental emotional
support, 24 hours a day for people who are experiencing
feelings of distress or despair.
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