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OBJECTIVES

CANCER AND BODY IMAGE

WHERE DO WE START?

KNOW BETTER, DO BETTER

DISCUSSION

primary 
goal:

Recognize the 
importance of body 

image, self esteem and 
sexuality in patient 

recovery post cancer 
treatment 

Objectives

1. Describe the impact of body image on 
survivorship post cancer treatment

2. Review strategies to improve body image 
post cancer treatment 

3. Develop skills to recognize when someone is 
struggling with body image and self esteem 
post cancer treatment 
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Body Image and Cancer Treatment

SURGERY Change in physical appearance Scarring Ostomies

Altered sensation in surgical area Lymphedema

CHEMOTHERAPY

RADIATION

Hair loss Weight gain/loss Infertility

Peripheral neuropathy Finger/toenail changes 

MEDICATION

Skin changes Asymmetry

Sexual dysfunction  Edema

Menopausal symptoms Sexual dysfunction

Weight gain/loss Infertility
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timeline

INITIAL DIAGNOSIS
Encourage discussion of patient 

concerns about diagnosis 
AND future effects on body 
image/sexuality/mental health

TREATMENT PLANNING
Discuss anticipated changes related to 

treatment
Review options to mitigate some 

changes

ACTIVE TREATMENT
Address new changes

Discuss options for support

POST TREATMENT
Assess body image, sexual function, 

and anticipated course forward
Discuss options for support 

SURVIVORSHIP
Acknowledge evolving physical 

changes
Review options to improve 

outcomes

• Do not ignore patient concerns about effects of diagnosis on 
body image

• Discuss early, discuss often

• Be realistic about expected outcomes 

• Reassure patient these concerns are valid, not vanity

• Referral to support groups, psychology, psychiatry as needed
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INITIAL 
DIAGNOSIS

• Discuss anticipated physical changes related to treatment
• Hair loss
• Weight gain/loss
• Scar placement
• Need for ostomy
• Acquired asymmetry

• Develop a plan to deal with these changes before they occur
• Wigs
• Prostheses
• Reconstructive surgery
• Fertility counseling 
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TREATMENT 
PLANNING

• Acknowledge physical changes as they occur

• Revisit need for mental health support

• Take action to address changes as treatment allows 
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ACTIVE 
TREATMENT

• Discuss how physical changes may continue to evolve 

• Ask the hard questions!
• How do you feel about the results of your 

surgery?
• How is your mood? 
• How does this affect your day-to-day life? 
• How does this affect your sexual function and/or 

your relationships?

2023 Body Image After Cancer Treatment 

POST 
TREATMENT

• Acknowledge evolving physical changes and their 
effects on body image and mental health

• Validate concerns about aesthetic outcomes

• Discuss realistic options to improve outcomes and 
be honest about what to expect 

• Recognize role of “survivor’s guilt” 
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SURVIVORSHIP
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Protection & Risk

AGE BODY IMAGE PRE-DX DISEASE AND TREATMENT  SENSE OF CONTROL
Younger age = higher risk Positive BI pre-diagnosis = lower 

risk 
More interventions = higher risk Shared decision making = lower 

risk 

SOCIAL SUPPORT INTERVENTIONS TIME PERIOD GENDER
Poor access to support = higher 

risk 
Access to programs = lower risk Short term vs long term 

survivorship = ?
Female identifying patients = 

higher risk 

Post Traumatic Growth

A LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL?

o Positive change following 
highly challenging life crises

• Behavioural 
• Emotional 
• Cognitive 

o Stress event itself is 
insufficient to cause PTG

o PTG arises from adaptation 
to trauma and adjusting of 
world view

HOW DOES THIS AFFECT CANCER 
PATIENTS?

o PTG is associated with 
higher health-related quality 
of life in cancer patients 

o Commonly reported 
positive changes:

• Healthy behaviours
• Reassessment of priorities
• Resilience 
• Appreciation of the small 

things 
• Deeper faith 

HOW CAN WE SUPPORT PTG?

o Cultivate adaptive coping 
styles 

• Positive reappraisal 

o Build support networks
• Social and clinical 

o More research on PTG in 
underrepresented 
minorities required 
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Summary

• Body image should be addressed at each 
step of a patient’s cancer journey

• Setting realistic expectations for aesthetic 
outcomes is important 

• Ask the hard questions 

• Recognize individual risk and protective 
factors 

• Take steps to support post traumatic 
growth
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