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To thank someone special for helping you, 
send a special e-mail card, like these 
(available free at www.breastcancer.org):

Overcoming General Fears

For more information, go to: www.breastcancer.org8

Get household help
Breast cancer treatment can make you tired and
unable to do all your usual activities. But many
people are eager to help:

• Religious groups and community 
organizations often have volunteers who 
can help you with childcare, meals, or 
other daily needs. 

• Friends and neighbors can help fill your
freezer with precooked meals for those 
days when your energy is low. Or they 
can pitch in with food shopping, car-pooling,
or childcare. 

• When you give others the chance to 
help, they benefit and you benefit. You get
their much-needed help, and they feel good
about being able to help you.

“You have to open up and let other people
help you. The way I was able to do it was
to realize that it helps them to help you.
So you’re actually doing them a favor by
letting them help you!” 
— Marilynn

S E C T I O N  A
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Arm yourself with facts about your situation.

“Preparation is the key, especially with
chemotherapy. Prior to my treatment, I
met with a woman who had just gone
through chemotherapy for breast cancer.
She told me what to expect and what to
do about it. It was helpful talking to
someone who actually experienced what I
was about to experience.” 
— Dale

Keep in mind that a lot of the facts you 
gather will be good news:

• Breast cancer treatment is more effective
today than it was 5 or 10 years ago.

• It is also better at targeting the cancer and
sparing normal tissue.

• Surgery and radiation not only protect your
life by getting rid of the breast cancer.
Surgery and radiation can also help you keep
your breast. Plastic surgery can help rebuild
it if it needs to be removed.

• New medicines can help control the 
uncomfortable side effects of chemotherapy
and other treatments.

Overcoming General Fears
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Get the facts
Cancer is a scary word to most of us. But keep 
in mind that breast cancer is not a death 
sentence. The treatments available now allow
many women to survive the disease and live 
long, productive lives.

“When I was a kid, no one said the word
cancer out loud — it was whispered. So it
was spooky for me to say I had cancer the
first few times. I had to demystify cancer
to lessen my fear.”
— Wendy 

What you are afraid of is usually worse than 
what actually happens. This is because your 
mind often assumes the worst. Don’t let your
imagination take over. Fears can be like a child’s
“monster under the bed” — when you shine the
light of information on them, they tend to lessen
or disappear.

S E C T I O N  A
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“My husband and kids went on the Internet
and filtered the information for me.” 
— Lisa

Good sources of information on breast can-
cer and its treatment are:

• Your doctor and nurse.

• The Diagnosis and Treatment sections of
www.breastcancer.org.

• The booklets Your Guide to the Breast
Cancer Pathology Report and Your Guide 
to Breast Cancer Treatment put out by
breastcancer.org. You can order them for 
free at www.breastcancer.org.

• The National Cancer Institute’s Cancer
Information Service, which can be reached 
at 1-800-4-cancer (1-800-422-6237) 
or at www.nci.nih.gov.

Overcoming General Fears
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Get help gathering information
A recent diagnosis of breast cancer can stir up
many feelings that may make it hard for you to
take in information. You may leave the doctor’s
office feeling confused or worried that you 
haven’t understood everything you were told.

You may need a “listener.” 

Next time, bring someone with you who is a 
good listener and can take notes. 

Here are some things a good listener 
can help with:

• Asking the hard questions.

• Filling out the forms.

• Discussing the next steps.

A small tape recorder is another way to take in
information. Ask the doctor if you can record 
the session so you can listen again later on.

You may also find it helpful to use a family 
member or friend as a “reader.” A reader can 
give you just the information you need in a 
way that is easy for you to take in.

S E C T I O N  A

“Unfortunately, when it comes to illness, other people
feel too ready to give you advice. They will tell you
what their neighbor or aunt did. You need to filter that

Expert Quote: Roz Kleban, social worker specializing in breast cancer care

stuff out and deal with the reputable health care
providers that you have chosen. They know your 
particular situation and what is best for you.” 
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Dealing with hormonal therapy fears 
Some women can take hormonal therapy to
reduce their risk of breast cancer recurrence.
(This is NOT the same as hormone replacement
therapy that some women take after menopause.) 

Tamoxifen is a hormonal therapy for women of
any age with hormone-receptor-positive breast
cancer. Many more women are helped by 
tamoxifen than are harmed by it. It can cause 
hot flashes and other menopausal symptoms, 
but these tend to lessen over time. The risk of
serious side effects, like uterine cancer, blood
clots, and strokes, is very small. 

Most of the side effects women worry about 
are actually not caused by tamoxifen. Tamoxifen
is not likely to cause weight gain or permanent
menopause.

“Tamoxifen is my life insurance. I will do
whatever I can to keep the cancer from
coming back.”
— Angela

Another type of hormonal treatment is aromatase
inhibitors. This is the most effective type of 
hormonal treatment for post-menopausal women
with hormone-receptor-positive breast cancer. 

Aromatase inhibitors tend to cause fewer hot
flashes than tamoxifen. They also do not have 
the risk of uterine cancer and stroke. But they do
have an increased risk of bone loss.

Many of the side effects of hormonal therapy can
be improved by lifestyle changes, supplements,
and medications. For example: exercise, diet
changes, and medicines can help with hot flashes.
Exercise, calcium, vitamin D, and drugs can help
with bone loss.

Although doctors recommend that you take 
hormonal treatments for five years or longer for
early-stage breast cancer, don’t worry that you’re
trapped in a commitment with no way out. 
You and your doctor can re-evaluate the role of
different treatments all along the way. 

S E C T I O N  B
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Dealing with radiation therapy fears
It’s scary to think about radiation being directed
at your body. And it’s hard to imagine that 
something that can be so harmful when it’s used
as a weapon can also do something good like
lower the risk of the breast cancer coming back.

It’s important to realize that the kind of radiation
used to treat breast cancer is very different from
the types of radiation used to make weapons.
Radiation therapy is also very precisely directed
only to the area that needs treatment, leaving the
rest of you alone. 

You may worry that radiation therapy will:

• make you lose your hair;

• make you nauseated; 

• make you radioactive; or

• trigger a new cancer.

But none of these side effects occurs with 
standard radiation therapy for breast cancer. 

Radiation is usually given once a day, 5 days a
week, over 5–7 weeks. Sometimes it may be
given twice a day over one week. Many women
also worry about how they will manage to get to
all of their treatments. 

If you miss a treatment because of bad weather
or an emergency, you can make it up at the end.
Most treatment centers are open all day, so you
can be treated before or after work, or during the
day when your children are in school. If you can’t
get to the hospital yourself, ask for help with
transportation.

The most common radiation therapy side 
effects are skin irritation, swelling, stiffness, and
soreness in the breast area. Fatigue by the end 
of treatment is also common. Ask your doctor or
nurse for remedies to lessen these effects.

“I wasn't afraid until the first treatment. 
I just got uneasy about having radiation
aimed near my heart. But my doctor talked
to me, and she helped me understand
why it was safe and how much effort
went into targeting the dose where it
belongs and away from normal tissue.
It’s important to learn to trust both your
doctor and the treatment process.” 
— Marjorie

S E C T I O N  B
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Dealing with test anxiety
After breast cancer treatment, most women have
follow-up mammograms and blood work. Some
women also have body scans. A test with normal
results can be very reassuring. 

But the fear that the tests might show signs of
cancer is hard to manage. This anxiety continues
until the test results come back.

Sometimes, a test shows an area of concern 
with no definite abnormality. This uncertainty can
make you even more nervous. Other tests can be
done to help figure out if there is a problem or if
everything is OK.

Even after the tests are done, you might not have
a definite answer. You may still feel uncertain. 
Talk to your doctor about this.

Make a plan to help get an answer. 
This might mean:

• getting a second opinion;

• coming back in a month;

• getting another test in a few months; or

• getting a biopsy.

Here are some ways to help 
relieve test anxiety:

• Arrange with your doctor to get the test
results quickly. Try to schedule important
tests early in the week so you don’t have 
to wait over a weekend for the results.

• Find a mammography center where the 
radiologist will give you the results before
you leave.

• Have a friend or family member go with 
you to your test appointment. 

• Keep in mind that no matter what the tests
show, your doctor can help you understand
the results and make a plan to deal with
them.

• When anxiety hits, shift the power of your
mind over to the positive. Meditate, do deep
breathing exercises, pray, imagine yourself in
a relaxing place, or try to think encouraging
thoughts.

• Ask you doctor about anti-anxiety 
medications.

S E C T I O N  B
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Like most women still recovering from the shock
of a breast cancer diagnosis, you know you need
treatment. But you may not feel ready or able to
deal with what lies ahead. 

All the fears and unknowns can stop you in your
tracks. But it’s important to keep moving forward.
Remember: there is only one of you, and YOU are
worth fighting for. Focus on your goal: becoming
as healthy as possible. 

“If someone had told me a month ago that
I was going to go through two surgeries
in two weeks, I would have thought,
‘There’s no way I’m going to be able to
deal with it.’ But you have to realize that
you’ll rise to the challenge. Not because
you’re better than anyone else, but
because it’s what you have to do.” 
— Melissa 

Sometimes it’s hard to find the strength to do it 
all. But with the right preparation, support, and 
mind-set, you can make it through your treatment.
We all have inner strengths that we aren’t aware of
until we face a big challenge such as breast cancer. 

You DO have a future:

“I didn't choose this disease and I wasn't
going to let it control me. I had a good
life before, and this bad thing wasn’t
going to change my life for me. I was
going to make life good again. That was
20 years ago — and it has been good!”
— Caroline

“I live one day at a time —I value each 
and every day.” 
— Sarah

C O N C L U S I O N

It's reasonable to hope that your future will be 
years and years of a good life.“

“Think and plan for your future. Don't let fear stop you.
You do have a future. Plan what you want to do 
for yourself, your family, vacations, retirement. 

Expert Tip: Marisa Weiss, M.D., breast cancer doctor 

With the right preparation,  support, and mind-set, 
you can make it through  your treatment.
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Feeling out of control can make you feel scared, alone,
angry, and upset. Knowing whom to call when you need
help and support can make a big difference. 

Fill in the names and numbers of the key people on YOUR
support team and carry them with you so you can get help
whenever you need it.

Medical Support
Surgeon / surgical nurse:
Call this person with questions about surgery, the results of 
surgery (pathology report), and the next step in your care. 
This person will also help with any side effects from surgery.

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________
Medical oncologist / medical oncology nurse:
Call this person with questions about chemotherapy, hormonal
therapy, and immune treatment. This person will also help with 
any side effects from these treatments.

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________
Radiation oncologist / radiation oncology nurse:
Call this person with questions about radiation treatments. This
person will also help with any side effects from these treatments.

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________
Radiology library / radiology department
Pathology lab / pathology department:
Call to schedule and pick up test results.

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________
Primary care doctor:
You may ask this person to help you understand and keep track 
of information from all the other doctors.

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

My Contact List

Family and Friends
For general support, I can call:

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

For help with meals, I can call:

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

For help with the kids, I can call:

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

For help making appointments, I can call:

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

For rides to the hospital, I can call:

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

Someone who will come with me to my 
appointments is:

_________________________________________________

_________________________________________________

Emergency Numbers
The number of the closest emergency room:

_________________________________________________

My doctor gave me this number to call 
in an emergency:

_________________________________________________
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