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Living Well After a Cancer Diagnosis 
Article originally published in the Spring/Summer 2017 issue of “Young and Strong” by Dana-Farber Cancer  
Institute’s Susan F. Smith Center for Women’s Cancers 
 

The diagnosis and treatment of cancer can bring a number of physical and emotional challenges.  Below 
are general tips and guidance for three related areas of great importance to survivors:  Nutrition, Physi-
cal Activity, and Fatigue Management. 
 
Exercise 
Exercise offers far reaching benefits for cancer survivors. It can help reduce fatigue, increase energy, 
improve quality of life, and even help with certain side effects of treatment. Please speak with your 
physician before beginning an exercise program. Some general recommendations from the American 
Cancer Society:  
 – Every week, get 150 minutes of moderate intensity activity or 75 minutes of vigorous  
 intensity activity.  
 – Exercise for at least 10 minutes per session, preferably spread throughout the week. 
 
Managing Fatigue 
Most patients will experience fatigue during their course of treatment and many will have persistent 
fatigue afterwards. This experience may profoundly affect quality of life for both patients and their fam-
ilies.  
 
What causes fatigue?  
Fatigue in cancer patients has many causes, including anemia (low level of red blood cells), hormone 
imbalance (levels are too high or too low), inadequate nutrition due to loss of appetite or dehydration, 
lack of exercise, and sleep disturbance. 
 
How should I be evaluated and treated?  
Your medical provider will perform a focused history and physical exam to evaluate your fatigue. You 
may be advised to have lab work to evaluate for conditions associated with fatigue. Your clinician will 
work with you to treat any condition causing or increasing fatigue, such as pain, anxiety, depression, 
poor sleep, poor nutrition, or anemia, and will evaluate you for possible side effects from medications. 
 
What are some strategies for treating and coping with symptoms of fatigue?  
Clinical trials consistently show that regular exercise will reduce fatigue. Although it may not seem logi-
cal to exercise when you are tired, gradually increasing exercise will improve endurance and energy 
over time. Try to build up to 150 minutes a week of moderate activity, such as fast walking, swimming, 
or cycling, or use your Smartphone or a pedometer to count steps with a goal of 10,000 steps per day.  
 
Meet with a nutritionist who can work with you to ensure that you are getting enough calories, fluids, 
protein, and other nutrients.  
 
Try to avoid caffeinated beverages after noon.  
 
Cognitive behavioral therapy programs can also reduce fatigue. This type of program is typically admin-
istered by a psychologist or therapist and can help you to develop a mental training program to over-
come fatigue.  
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Upcoming Events 

weRUN weWALK 
Annual 10K Run, 5K Run/Walk, & 
Kids Fun Run  
(Hosted by weSPARK Cancer Sup-
port Center) 
January 21, 2018 
https://wespark.org/event/8th-
annual-10k-5k-run-walk-kids-fun-
run/ 
 
HEALING THROUGH ART –  
Creative Life Changes Through 
Artistic Expression 
Esther Dreifuss-Kattan, PhD, ATR 
Wednesdays, 1:30pm-3:30pm  
(6-8 week sessions) 
Simms/Mann-UCLA Center for  
Integrative Oncology 
To enroll:  (310) 794-6644   
 
LUNCH AND LEARN  
at CSC Benjamin Center 
Frankly Speaking About Cancer—
Immunotherapy  
Dr. Delphine Lee 
Friday, December 15, 2017 
12:00pm—1:30pm 
1990 S. Bundy Drive Suite 100 
Los Angeles, CA 90025 
RSVP:  (310) 314-2555 

Living Well After a Cancer Diagnosis continued 

Nutrition and Healthy Living 
Nutrition and a healthy lifestyle play an important role in cancer prevention and survivorship. Re-
search suggests that eating at least five servings of fruits and vegetables a day, along with regular 
exercise, may help lower breast cancer recurrence. Below we address some of the hot topics around 
nutrition and breast cancer.  
 
Soy  

Some evidence suggests that the intake of traditional or whole soy foods (such as tofu, edama-
me, and soy milk) may be linked to lower rates of cancer, heart disease, and osteoporosis.  
Although older studies suggested that high levels of soy may trigger growth of ER+ breast can-
cer cells, current studies suggest that moderate levels of soy intake appear to be safe for breast 
cancer survivors.  
Dana-Farber nutritionists recommend avoiding products with high levels of soy, such as soy 
isoflavone used in some supplements, pills, bars, and powders.  
 

Organic Foods  
There are no epidemiological studies in humans that demonstrate whether organic foods affect 
cancer incidence, recurrence, or progression. The decision to eat organic foods is a personal 
choice.  
 

Sugar Intake  
Sugar does not feed cancer, but it lacks many nutrients that offer health benefits. It can also 
promote weight gain and, if eaten in excess, may lead to undesirable changes in insulin produc-
tion and regulation  
Preliminary research suggests that excess insulin can promote tumor cell growth. Limit your 
intake of sugar-sweetened beverages (such as soda, sports drinks, and fruit drinks) and high-
sugar foods (such as pastries, candy, and sugar-sweetened breakfast cereals).  
 

Drink Only in Moderation, If at All  
Research shows a link between drinking alcohol and the risk of developing some cancers. It is 
recommended that you limit your alcohol intake to one drink or less per day for women and 
two or fewer drinks per day for men.  
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Fall Recipe:  Wild Rice Pilaf with Butternut Squash 



Local Resources: 

Simms Mann Center for Integrative 
Oncology 

200 Medical Plaza Driveway 

Los Angeles, CA 90095 

(310) 794-6644 

www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu 

 

weSPARK Cancer Support Center 

13522 Ventura Blvd. 

Sherman Oaks, CA 91423  

(818) 906-3022 

www.wespark.org 

 

Triage Cancer 

P.O. Box 4552 

Culver City, CA 90231-4552 

(424) 258-7064 

www.triagecancer.org  

 

Cancer Support Community—
Benjamin Center 

Cornerstone Plaza 

1990 S Bundy Dr. #100 

Los Angeles, CA 90025 

www.cancersupportla.org 

 

Cancer Support Community—
Redondo 

109 W Torrance Blvd. 

Redondo Beach, CA 90277 

(310) 376-3550 

www.cancersupportredondobeach.org 

 

Cancer Support Community—Valley 
Ventura Santa Barbara 

530 Hampshire Rd. 

Westlake Village, CA 91361  

(805) 379-4777 

www.cancersupportvvsb.org 

 

Cancer Support Community—
Pasadena 

76 E Del Mar Blvd. #215 

Pasadena, CA 91105  

(626) 796-1083 

www.cscpasadena.org 

 

Susan G. Komen—Los Angeles  

Affiliate 

9841 Airport Blvd.  Suite 800 

Los Angeles, CA 90045 

(310) 575-3011 

www.komenlacounty.org 

 

“...sexual satisfaction varies among individuals and couples, so 
the solution lies within finding a level of sexual connection that is 
very personal…” 

Sexuality & Intimacy After Cancer  
By Elaiza Torralba, MPH 

One of the most common issues faced by young breast cancer survivors is dealing with problems re-
lated to sexuality and intimacy. Dr. Erica Marchand, a licensed psychologist, comments that breast 
cancer survivors often report not feeling “sexy” anymore or feeling like they’ve “aged 10 years.” These 
physical issues also relate to some of the other symptoms women experience following cancer treat-
ment such as fatigue, changes in body appearance and image, hair loss, hormonal changes, vaginal 
changes, and even low mood or depression. These interrelated symptoms can all contribute to a de-
cline in confidence when dealing with sexuality and intimacy-related problems. 
 
As a key component of self-concept and as an important source of pleasure and connection in life for 
many people, Marchand emphasizes that sexual satisfaction varies among individuals and couples, so 
the solution lies within finding a level of sexual connection that is very personal. This issue is particu-
larly relevant for young breast cancer survivors in that many of them are in the midst of either dating 
or maintaining marriages or committed relationships. 
 
The important thing to remember is that the effects of breast cancer on sexuality and intimacy do not 
have to be permanent. Some of the effects of breast cancer treatment – chemotherapy, radiation, 
and surgery – on sexuality and intimacy include:  

 Feeling upset and other negative emotions which often preclude feeling sexual 

 Changing how a woman experiences her body and herself 

 Causing vaginal dryness and pain, making intercourse difficult 

 Creating difficulties in dating as the experience of breast cancer can seem like a looming“ 
skeleton in the closet” that needs to be addressed with dating partners 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
On the positive side, according to Marchand, many couples say that the intense experience of breast 
cancer actually brings them closer together emotionally.  She notes several things to keep in mind 
when addressing sexuality and intimacy after breast cancer, as treatments can affect multiple domains 
of sex and intimacy that include physical, emotional, psychological, relational, and spiritual aspects. 
Oftentimes issues within the different domains relate to each other. For example, a woman who expe-
riences physical issues such as vaginal dryness and pain may also experience emotional issues such as 
sadness or embarrassment, as well as difficulty communicating with a partner about her intimacy 
concerns. 
 
Here are some tips for addressing concerns in sexuality and intimacy: 
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DOMAIN TIPS 
Physical  Get regular, moderate exercise to help with fatigue, low mood, anxiety and other symptoms 

 Find sexual and intimate activities that are comfortable for you and your partner at each    
          stage of survivorship; this may mean trying new activities or new positions 
 Use a vaginal moisturizer (like RePlens) daily or every other day to combat dryness 
 Use a lubricant with sexual activity to reduce friction and pain 

Emotional  Explore and process your emotions – using journaling, mindfulness, talking to supportive 
friends, family, or professionals – rather than suppressing them or brushing them aside 

Psychological  Become aware of unhelpful thoughts and beliefs about your experience, and work to change 
them. For example, the statement “I’ll never feel sexy again” is not very helpful or realistic. 
Instead, a more helpful thought might be “I don’t feel sexy now, but with time and trying a 
few things I intend to get back to feeling sexy when I want to.” 

Relational  Communication is key: talk to your partner about your feelings and listen to your partner’s 
input as well. Breast cancer is a lot to process, and you may need to have ongoing conversa-
tions about it 

 If there are difficult topics that you want to talk about with a partner, it can be helpful to write 
down what you want to say in advance to help clarify your thoughts 

 Use “I” statements to express your feelings. For example, “I feel upset when you want sex and 
I don’t” rather than, “You make me upset when you pressure me to have sex.” 

Spiritual  Explore and process what the experience of breast cancer means to you, and how it impacts 
your making sense of the world and your place in it. You can do this alone, by journaling, with 
a friend who understands your faith, or with a spiritual advisor (such as a pastor or minister) 
or group 



Finding Meaning Through Breast Cancer  
Survivorship  
by Valentina Ogaryan, PhD  

 

A woman sat across from me, tearful, with a distant look in her 

eyes, and shared, “I know I should be happy. It’s done and every-

one keeps saying it’s time that I get back to my life. I just can’t. 

What now?”  

 

This was a disclosure filled with so much confusion and complexi-

ty. This vulnerable question came from a woman who displayed 

incredible resilience throughout her treatment but who now ap-

peared more scared and unsure than when she had first received 

her diagnosis. The prevalence of breast cancer does not diminish 

or lessen the intensity of the disruption it can have on different 

areas of a woman’s life. Often, there is surprise at how the disrup-

tion can become even more acute as women transition from treat-

ment to survivorship. It is not unusual for women transitioning 

into survivorship to feel unprepared for the emotions and chal-

lenges that wait for them ahead.  

The challenges that come with managing a diagnosis of breast 

cancer may be particularly disruptive for young adult women. 

Young women face unique developmental changes and as a result, 

the impact on their identity formation, career trajectories, family 

and romantic relationships, sexuality, and family planning may be 

even more pronounced. Multiple layers of emotional distress can 

impact a young adult’s survivorship, well after she has received the 

green light of, “no evidence of disease.”  4 

National Resources 

 

 

 

 

Young Survival Coalition 

www.youngsurvival.org 

 

 

 

 

 

Living Beyond Breast Cancer 

www.lbbc.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FORCE 

www.facingourrisk.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Susan G. Komen 

ww5.komen.org 

 

 

 

 

Sharsheret 

www.sharsheret.org 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Breast Cancer Research Foundation 

www.bcrf.org 

 

 

Addressing this topic of sexuality and intimacy fulfills the need for young survivors to connect and com-
municate with each other regarding their experiences to improve their quality of life. “Regaining a satisfy-
ing sexual and intimate life after breast cancer may feel challenging, but it is possible,” Marchand said. 
She recommends two things: 1) open, honest, kind communication with your partner and 2) exploring 
possible solutions to the problems you may experience in a timely manner. “Too often people avoid or 
put off communicating about issues, or delay trying to find solutions to sexual problems, and end up 
suffering much longer than necessary,” Marchand comments. She also emphasizes that it is much better 
to approach the issues and address them as soon as you feel able. In addition to the Life After Breast 
Cancer program, Marchand offers several other resources in addressing Sexuality and Intimacy. They are 
listed below: 

Books 

 Sexuality and Fertility after Cancer by Leslie Schover 

 Becoming Orgasmic by Julia Heiman, Joseph LoPiccolo, and David Palladini 

 The Elusive Orgasm by Vivienne Cass 

Web 

 A Woman’s Touch Sexuality Resources: online store and source for information on sexual 
health and wellness run by two female medical professionals 

 American Cancer Society’s Cancer, Sex, and Sexuality: A thorough online publication about 
how cancer affects sexuality, a well as helpful tools and resources for improving sexuality 
after cancer 

 “Reclaiming Sexuality” Lecture by Beth Leedham 

 Sexuality and Cancer Page at MD Anderson: Includes a variety of articles and videos on sexuali-
ty and cancer. MD Anderson has one of the longest-running programs for research and 
treatment of sexuality issues and cancer 

 Southern California Center for Sexual Health and Survivorship Medicine: Newport Beach-
based center for treating sexual health concerns, with a special focus on cancer-related 
issues, founded by Dr. Michael Krychman 

 Toys in Babeland: online adult store 

On the 

Ground 
 The Pleasure Chest: a friendly, helpful, and diverse West Hollywood adult store 

Sexuality 

Counseling 

Services  

 Erica Marchand, Ph.D. – http://DrEricaMarchand.com, (310) 955-1328, Mid-City West 

 Beth Leedham, Ph.D. – http://DrBethleedham.com, (818) 254-5554, Encino 

Sexuality & Intimacy After Cancer continued 
 

http://www.a-womans-touch.com/about.php
http://www.cancer.org/acs/groups/cid/documents/webcontent/002912-pdf.pdf
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/reclaiming-sexuality-a-roadmap-for-survivors-and-partners/
http://www.mdanderson.org/patient-and-cancer-information/cancer-information/cancer-topics/dealing-with-cancer-treatment/sexuality/index.html
http://thesexualhealthcenter.com/
http://www.babeland.com
http://www.thepleasurechest.com


“A common theme of managing uncertainty, is the fear of the unknown, the lingering feeling of what  if, and 
then what? A significant stressor in survivorship is the uncertainty of how one can go back to      normal or re-
define what the “new normal” looks like.” 

Throughout the cancer experience, the minutes, 

hours and days for many women are mapped out 

and filled with medical appointments ranging 

from oncology consultation visits, to surgery, to 

radiation and chemotherapy. Subsequently, there 

is hopefully a rallying and outpouring of love and 

support from friends, family and colleagues. Once 

treatment is completed, all of that structure is 

taken away, thus, the routine that had become 

the norm, is no longer. The sense of being taken 

care of their medical team vanishes, and suddenly 

women report feeling as having the sole responsi-

bility of managing their ongoing health and well 

being.   

 

A common theme of managing uncertainty,  

is the fear of the unknown, the lingering feeling of  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

what if, and then what? A significant stressor in 

survivorship is the uncertainty of how one can go 

back to normal or redefine what the “new nor-

mal” looks like.  

 

It is important to recognize that many women 

struggle to return to a previous normal, when 

they have in fact been changed throughout the 

experience. There are a multitude of changes that 

become evident in survivorship, including chang-

es from endocrine therapy, to cognitive changes, 

to physiological changes such as increased fatigue 

and lower levels of energy. Within the context of 

these changes, women are also attempting to 

manage their already existing roles and responsi-

bilities, with the hopes of “doing it all right.”  

 

While the medical treatment for breast cancer 

requires patients to anticipate and problem-solve 

their way through a prescribed progression of 

appointments, consultations, and procedures, the 

survivorship experience is highly varied and fluc-

tuant; there is no “one-size-fits-all” prescription 

for readjusting to one’s life after cancer. 

 

For young breast cancer survivors, the question of 

“what now?” may originate initially from a place 

of fear and uncertainty; with support and encour-

agement, however, women can empower them-

selves by asking the same question from a place 

of exploration. The question may in part then be 

answered with choices a woman can make in her 

life—changes that make her feel more empow-

ered and nourished.  

 

It is important to remember that there is no “one-

size-fits-all” approach to enhancing vitality in 

survivorship. Each woman can and should make 

changes that fit her individual needs. Further-

more, while establishing coping skills or healing 

practices--whether those practices take the form 

of mindfulness/meditation, yoga, exercise, spiritu-

ality and/or changes in diet--it is important not to 

lose sight of self-compassion and flexibility in the 

process. New habits and lifestyle changes should 

not be viewed as unforgiving regimens, which  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

need to be strictly followed, but rather as realis-

tic, attainable choices that can be made and ad-

justed as needed along the way.  

 
At the Simms/Mann- UCLA Center for Integrative 

Oncology, many women find benefits in utilizing 

the educational, psychological and psychosocial 

resources available.  In a community of other 

survivors and with the help of knowledgeable 

psychosocial oncology clinicians, women can 

become witnesses to each other’s lives, share 

their unique experiences, and support one anoth-

er in redefining what healthy survivorship means 

to each of them.  

 

Please visit www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu  

for more information. 
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Finding Meaning Through Breast Cancer  
Survivorship Continued 



The Pathways to Wellness study is a National Cancer Institute (NCI) funded multi-site col-

laborative study between the University of California, Los Angeles, the Dana-Farber Cancer 

Institute, and Johns Hopkins University.   

Our aim is to examine the benefits of two specially developed group programs for younger 

women with breast cancer (mindfulness meditation or survivorship education), and com-

pare their well-being outcomes to women who will participate in a group at a later date. 

 
This study is conducted by: 

 

Patricia A. Ganz, MD - UCLA Jonsson Compre-

hensive Cancer Center 

Julienne Bower, PhD - UCLA Psychology 

Catherine Crespi, PhD - UCLA Biostatistics 

Ann Partridge, MD, MPH - DFCI Medical Oncolo-

gy 

Hadine Joffe, MD, MSc - DFCI Psychiatry 

Antonio Wolff, MD - JHU Medical Oncology 

Katherine Smith, PhD - JHU Behavioral Science 

Elissa Bantug, MHS - JHU Health Communi-

cation 

 

 

About our study Contact Us 

If you or anyone you know might 

be interested in participating in 

the PTW Study, please contact 

the study coordinators: 

Barbara Kahn 

Bkahnmills@mednet.ucla.edu 

(310) 825-2520 

 

Vickie Williams 

v.williams@ucla.edu 

(310) 794-5818 

Upcoming UCLA Simms Mann Center  

“Insights Into Cancer” 2018 Lecture Series 

Leukemia Treatment in 2018 
January 9, 2018 
Sarah M. Larson, MD 
 
Cancer and Aging 
February 13, 2018 
Patricia Ganz, MD 
 
Update on Stress and Cancer: Myths, Truths, and Opportunities 
March 13, 2018 
Steven Cole, PhD 
 
Nutrition for Cancer Patients 
 April 10, 2018 
Carolyn Katzin, MS, CNS 
 
The Personalized Treatment of Breast Cancer 
May 15, 2018 
Merry L. Tetef, MD 
 
Cancer: Journey or Pilgrimage? 
June 12, 2018 
Michael Eselun, BCC 

Skin Cancer: Prevention Strategies, Early Recognition, and Treatment 
July 10, 2018 
Teresa Soriano 
 
Cardiac Health After Cancer 
August 7, 2018 
Megha Agarwal, MD 
 
Prostate Cancer 2018: What Next? 
September 4, 2018 
Matthew Rettig, MD 
 
Pancreatic Cancer 2018: Surgical and Medical Treatment 
October 9, 2018 
Timothy R. Donahue, MD, and Zev Wainberg, MD 
 
Lung Cancer: Harnessing Advances in Immunotherapy and  
Radiation Therapy 
November 13, 2018 
Aaron Lisberg, MD, and Percy Lee, MD 
 
Advances in Bladder and Kidney Cancers 
December 11, 2018 
Alexandra Drakaki, MD, Karim Chamie, MD, and Allan Pantuck, MD 

http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/leukemia-treatment-in-2018/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/cancer-and-aging-2/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/cancer-and-aging-2/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/update-on-stress-and-cancer-myths-truths-and-opportunities/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/update-on-stress-and-cancer-myths-truths-and-opportunities/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/nutrition-for-cancer-patients/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/nutrition-for-cancer-patients/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/the-personalized-treatment-of-breast-cancer/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/the-personalized-treatment-of-breast-cancer/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/cancer-journey-or-pilgrimage/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/cancer-journey-or-pilgrimage/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/skin-cancer-prevention-strategies-early-recognition-and-treatment-2/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/cardiac-health-after-cancer/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/cardiac-health-after-cancer/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/prostate-cancer-2018-what-next/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/prostate-cancer-2018-what-next/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/pancreatic-cancer-2018-surgical-and-medical-treatment/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/pancreatic-cancer-2018-surgical-and-medical-treatment/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/lung-cancer-harnessing-advances-in-immunotherapy-and-radiation-therapy/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/lung-cancer-harnessing-advances-in-immunotherapy-and-radiation-therapy/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/lung-cancer-harnessing-advances-in-immunotherapy-and-radiation-therapy/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/advances-in-bladder-and-kidney-cancers/
http://www.simmsmanncenter.ucla.edu/index.php/center_events/advances-in-bladder-and-kidney-cancers/

