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If you have recently found 
out that a loved one, friend 
or colleague has cancer, this 
article could help you support 
them as best you can. 

It’s not easy to support someone when they 
are going through a difficult time, so when a 
loved one has cancer it’s not always obvious 
what we should do. This article offers advice 
on how to help someone with cancer – be it 

a family member, friend or colleague.

Take time to 
prepare for 
yourself
In order to make sure that you can offer as much 
support as your loved one requires, you need 
to ensure that you are emotionally ready to be 
there for them. Take time to process the news so 
that when you see your loved one you can focus 
on them.

Be an information 
gatherer
Learn about the diagnosis and treatment, either 
online – through reputable medical sources – or 
through someone close to the person, as your 
friend or family member might not want to talk 
about it. Having to repeat the same information 
can be draining. Having a good understanding 
of the changes your loved one will go through 
can also help you in supporting them, as well as 
preparing you for any physical changes you notice 
when you see them.

You may also want to find some information  
that could be useful for your loved one, such as 
good ways to manage side effects or any local 
support services. 
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Their 
emotions
Your loved one will probably feel a lot of different 
emotions following their diagnosis. These could 
include anger, sadness, loneliness, fear, frustration, 
resentment, grief and guilt. It is very normal for 
someone to experience mood swings after a 
diagnosis, with emotions likely to change quite 
suddenly. Be aware and be patient. 

Allow your loved one 
to be upset
If you are more aware of the emotions your loved 
one may go through, you won’t be as surprised 
when they happen. This will allow the person 
to feel their emotions and explore them. It is 
important that this happens – don’t try and stop 
them from being upset or sad. 

Respect their need 
to be alone
As well as being there to support them at 
times when they may feel emotions such as 
loneliness, it is important to understand that 
they may need some space. Knowing when they 
need time to themselves and respecting that is 
an important part of the process.

Please do not disturb
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Keep in touch
Ensuring that you maintain the relationship you 
have with your loved one is crucial. Try your best 
to see them as often as possible – and as often 
as they permit – to help them feel less isolated. 
Friendship makes a real difference as people often 
feel more vulnerable.

Be a good 
listener
When seeing your friend or family member, spend 
time listening to them. They may be experiencing a 
lot of changes and may want to share their worries 
with you. You may not always have the answers, 
but allowing them to share their stories may 
provide them with all the support they need. 

What to say
Finding the right things to say can be difficult 
when supporting a family member with cancer. 
The important thing is to make sure you keep in 
contact with them rather than stop talking to them 
due to your own anxieties about what to say.

“I’m sorry this has happened”
“I’m here to listen whenever you want to talk”
“I’m thinking of you”
“How can I help?”

Using a touch of sensitive, appropriate humour 
is believed to help people improve their outlook, 
mood and well-being and reduce stress and 
promote bonding, which might make treatment 
more tolerable.  

Use silence and touch
When listening to your loved one, you don’t always 
have to say something in response. Sometimes 
silence can help you both have a moment to 
connect and collect your thoughts. Make sure 
you physically engage with your friend or family 
member – hold their hand or put your arm around 
them. If they pull away, understand that they may 
prefer more space.

https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/315290.php
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/315290.php
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Privacy and 
confidentiality
Whether the person you know is a family member, friend or 
colleague, it is important to respect their privacy. You should not 
share any of their personal information with other friends or people 
at work – whether the information is that they have been diagnosed 
or a story from their treatment. 

Go with 
them to 
appointments
As we have discussed, when a loved one 
has cancer, it is important to spend time 
with them. A great way to support them 
can be attending potentially daunting 
appointments and chemotherapy or 
radiotherapy sessions with them. Cancer 
treatment can be both physically and 
mentally draining, so having someone 
there can make the process easier for 
cancer patients – as well as being able to 
provide transport.

Offer practical help
The side effects of cancer treatment can include 
fatigue and nausea, making everyday tasks more 
challenging. Offering to transport your loved one to 
and from their treatment sessions is one example 
of how you can provide practical help. Doing a food 
shop, looking after children or pets, or helping with 
household chores can really make a difference.
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Finding 
support 
groups
Support groups can help provide the valuable 
help for your loved one that you might not be able 
to give. By being able to meet with other people 
who have been diagnosed with cancer and are 
also undergoing treatment, your friend or family 
member can share experiences and find people 
they can relate to.

Many support groups can now be found online, 
making them accessible no matter where you live. 
This is also helpful if your loved one struggles to 
make it to support groups due to the side effects 
of their treatment.

You may not always have the 
answers, but allowing them to 

share their stories may provide them 
with all the support they need 

Gifts
Gift-giving is a good method of how to support 
someone with cancer in the family or your 
friendship group. By giving someone a present, 
no matter how small, it shows how much 
they mean to you and that you are thinking of 
them. Whether the presents are to keep them 
entertained during treatment or for the days 
they can’t get out of bed, or products to help 
build up their confidence, there are many gift 
ideas that can help keep spirits up.
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The 
importance 
of work
Maybe the person you know who has recently 
been diagnosed is a colleague. For some people, 
getting back into a routine whilst undergoing 
treatment is important. It can be powerful to feel 
needed and productive. Going back to work can 
serve as a distraction, an opportunity to socialise 
and a boost in feelings of self-worth. 

For some people, 
getting back into a 

routine whilst undergoing 
treatment is important 

For those reading a printed version of 
this PDF, head to aetnainternational.
com/en/about-us/explore/fit-for-duty-
corporate-wellness.html to access links 
to related articles.
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Further reading: 

For more information please read our helpful resources. 

Male breast cancer

Eat away at your cancer risk

A doctor talks about the damaging effects of smoking tobacco

Expat health: What to do if you or a loved one gets a cancer diagnosis abroad

A tale of two worlds: Cancer in the developed and developing world

Breast cancer prevention: How you can reduce your risk of breast cancer

A factual list of cancer-causing foods and cancer-fighting foods

Practical and emotional tips for supporting a loved one with cancer 

If you’re looking for international private medical insurance (iPMI) for you and 
your family, you can get an instant quote here.

Aetna® is a trademark of Aetna Inc. and is protected throughout the world by 
trademark registrations and treaties.

The information included in this communication is provided for information purposes only and it is not intended to  
constitute professional advice or replace consultation with a qualified medical practitioner. Aetna does not diagnose, provide  

care or guarantee access to health services. Not all health services are covered, and coverage is subject to applicable laws and 
regulations, including economic and trade sanctions, and the terms and conditions of the relevant plan documents.

Notice to UK residents: In the United Kingdom, Aetna Insurance Company Limited (FRN 458505)  
has issued and approved this communication. 

Notice to all: Please visit http://www.aetnainternational.com/ai/en/about-us/legal/regional-entities for more information,  
including a list of relevant entities permitted to carry on or administer insurance business in their respective jurisdictions. 

Aetna® is a trademark of Aetna Inc., a CVS company, and is protected throughout the world by trademark registrations and treaties.
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