TALKING TO YOUR
FAMILY AND FRIENDS
ABOUT YOUR CANCER

It can be difficult to talk to family and friends about a recent
diagnosis of cancer. Balancing other people’s feelings while
you are still working through your own only adds stress. As
much as people want to be helpful and supportive, they
often say exactly the wrong thing or ask questions that feel
too personal or inappropriate.

This can be a bigger issue when dealing with cervical
cancer and other HPV-related cancers because they involve
sex and genitals. As a society we've never been all that
comfortable talking about sex. You might feel like people
are prying into your personal life or looking for ways in
which the diagnosis is your fault because of past behavior.
While it's always best to assume good intentions, you do
not have to answer anyone’s questions or share any
information that feels too personal.

EXPLAINING THE BASICS

Most of your conversations with family and friends will likely be focused on how you are
feeling emotionally and physically and how they can help. In the beginning, however,
friends might be interested in the details of the cancer you have and the treatments you are
doing or will need. Again, you can give as little or as much information about this as you
wish.

We have also prepared a booklet on cervical cancer and other HPV-related cancers that
includes information about screening and prevention. You can use the language in this
booklet to answer questions or you can hand the booklet itself to those who ask. While we
can't provide specifics about your diagnosis and treatment, we hope to take some of the
burden of educating others off of you.



SETTING BOUNDARIES

'

It can feel rude to shut down a friend’s
inquiries, but you are not obligated to
answer questions. Have a few friendly but
firm phrases on hand for when
conversations veer toward topics that
make you uncomfortable whether that's
the symptoms you’re experiencing now or
your past sex life and STI history.

You can say things like:
« “l really don’t have the energy to talk
about that right now.”
« “I’'m not comfortable talking about that,
you understand, right?”
« “I'm really sick of talking about cancer,
can we talk about anything else?”

WHAT ABOUT KIDS

It is important to talk with your kids about your cancer diagnosis and treatment. Even young
kids know when things are different, and if they don’t hear it from you, they might imagine
something even worse.

Some people with cervical cancer or other HPV-related cancers may have additional concerns
about talking to children because the topic of STIs might come up. We understand that this can
make a difficult conversation feel even trickier, but we recommend answering children’s
guestions honestly and simply. You don’t have to bring up the issue of STIs, but if an older
child asks about it, you should be truthful: “Yes, I must have contracted HPV at some point, but
I never knew until now.” For tweens and teens, you might want to add that kids their age are
now vaccinated against the types of HPV that cause cervical cancer, so they are protected.

MORE INFORMATION

If a loved one has a specific question that you can’t answer, or you need additional advice on
what to say, you can reach out to your cancer care team, who should be able to help. You can
also find more information about talking to family, including children, about cancer on the
CancerCare.org website. The agency also has counselors on staff, runs support groups, and
will answer individual questions by email at info@cancercare.org.
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