


53 54

Intimacy and Sex:  
The Elephant in the Room

Our perceptions and experiences of love, intimacy, 
sex, and passion are changed or challenged by  
cancer’s invasion. Often, this trauma is worse than 
the actual diagnosis. 

During and after cancer, it’s normal to be anxious 
and unsure about how others will respond. It’s nor-
mal not to want sex, to be hesitant to share your scars, 
to feel different about the way you look, and to be 
fearful about how others will respond to the changes 
in your body. It’s normal to be afraid that the person 
who loves you will stop doing so, or to be afraid that 
no one will want you or love you again. 

The first time you face your changes physically and  
emotionally is the worst, most vulnerable moment.  
A natural part of healing comes from exploring,  
accepting, and embracing intimacy and passion,  
along with sexuality that’s appropriate  
for you as a survivor. Your self-confidence  
and acceptance will return over time.

•	 Cancer doesn’t ruin relationships. Statistics show that very 	
	 few committed relationships end because of scars or other  
	 body changes. Divorce rates are the same for people with 
	 or without a cancer history. Talking openly about your fears  
	 and concerns helps you both stay positive and avoid  
	 inaccurate assumptions or misconceptions. Often, partners 	
	 have the same concerns, but avoid talking about them to  
	 protect each other. Your intimacy begins with honest  
	 communication. 

•	 Intimacy, passion, and love are not the same as sex.  
	 Intimacy comes from trust and courage and the sharing 
	 of who you really, truly are. Trust fosters passion.  
	 Passion is shown with a glance, a touch, and through 
	 caring. Trust and passion can create incredible intimacy,  
	 with or without sex. 

•	 Change your perspective. For many survivors, the changes  
	 we see as we look at ourselves are insignificant to others.  
	 You’ve probably loved, or are attracted to, someone who’s  
	 not perfect physically. How would you respond to someone  
	 if the situation were reversed? 

Whether single or in a committed relationship, many  
breast cancer survivors report feeling closer to their  
significant partners, and have found the intimacy 
created by the experience enriched their lives. 

Here are some tips and 
ideas about sex and intimacy  

during and after cancer. 
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Remember, when your treatment ends it’s  
normal and natural for some of the chaotic  
emotions to return. This transition is a three  
step forward, one step back process.  
Rebuilding your life will take time. There  
will be times when you feel hopeful and  
sometimes you’ll be scared. The more you  
stay focused on the things that matter most,  
the easier the transition will be. Small steps  
will get you to where you want to go. 

Take time to consider these questions.  
Write your answers to the ones that resonate  
with you.

How do you feel about your future right now?  
What’s next for you and the people you love.

Share Your Thoughts and Feelings

“Sometimes when life looks as if 
it is falling apart, it may just be 
falling into place.”

– Beverly Solomon 
diagnosed age 18/current age 55

cervical cancer 
surgery twice
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“I was always there to lend a hand or an ear, thinking  
I did not need it in return. Cancer made me realize  
a healthier way to be. I reached out and allowed family, 
friends and professionals to help me. By expressing  
my feelings and fears through journaling, talking,  
prayer, and meditation, I am able to release the negative, 
focus on the positive and make room for the healing.  
I now live in gratitude, truth, and faith–not in fear. “

Writing or speaking the truth about what’s happening to you is  
one of your most powerful tools to reduce fear and stress. 

“I don’t want to share my feelings about what’s happening to me,”  
a recently diagnosed patient told me. “I just want to be left alone.” 

“I understand,” I replied, and paused. “Why should I have to think  
about a bunch of words like fear, death, cancer, and pain?”  
Her voice was louder, “I am so angry that this is happening to me.  
It’s just not fair. What will my family do if I die? Or can’t work?”  
Her voice shook and then she burst into sobs. After several minutes  
she finally wiped her tears away and looked up. 

“How do you feel now?” I asked. Amazingly, she smiled at me  
through her tears. “I finally admitted that I’m more afraid for my  
family than I am about myself. It’s such a relief. I’m not happy,  
but I will get though this.” 

Sharing the honest, gut-wrenching truths behind your fears, with  
yourself or with others feels better than holding them inside.  
Ongoing release of your very normal and natural emotions reduces  
stress and increases your ability to manage your experiences.  
Express your feelings regularly by writing or talking to yourself  
or others. Listen to your body. Right now, if your body wants to  
scream, laugh, cry, shout, dance, sing, or shut down, it’s sending  
you a message about what it needs to be healthy. 

– Susan Zaret 
diagnosed age 43/current age 44 

lymphoma 
chemotherapy

The healing power            
       of releasing emotions.
The emotions that mark your experience so far are part of 

the story of your life, and your experience with cancer.  

These feelings are the truth of where you are right now. 

There’s no right or wrong, just normal human emotions. 

As you go through your treatment, and begin the transition 

into your new normal, some of these feelings will get  

left behind and new ones will take their place. 
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