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Supporting a loved one with a cancer
diagnosis
Dealing with a cancer diagnosis can be tough at the best of times, but even
more so in the current climate. If a friend or family member is diagnosed or
undergoing treatment during this difficult time our instincts will be to help.
But with visits possibly out of the question, how can we offer appropriate
support without risking a loved-one's health?

While our initial reaction to such news might normally be to visit, talk, hug
and offer support in person, coronavirus has complicated the situation.
"Many people may have certain types of cancer and will classify under
what was called shielding. They ought not to be mixing, or seeing anyone
outside their own close-knit family unit and those people in turn should be
taking additional precautions," explains Dr Stephen Griffin, Chair of the Virus
Division of the Microbiology Society.

However, although we may need to be a bit more inventive, there are still
many things we can do to help a loved-one undergoing cancer treatment
at this difficult time.

Close family
If you are a close family member and are able to be physically present to
support the patient, it's important to remember that you may have to offer
more practical support than you might have in different times, as many
people will have to avoid physical contact.

Offer lifts to appointments or even to attend appointments together if
allowed. Offering to sit in on telephone appointments or helping your loved-
one to organise their treatment schedule and other needs could be an
invaluable support.
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Being there
If you are unable to visit in person, simply picking up the phone can make a
world of difference. It's important not to underestimate the benefit of this
type of contact.

"I had lots of friends ringing me and sending messages of support during
treatment," says Mary Huckle, fitness trainer of Breakthrough Fitness, who
was diagnosed with breast cancer in 2013, and is now living with secondary
cancer and undergoing treatment. "I'd also receive gifts or messages in the
post, which really brightened my day."

You may not be able to offer a lift to treatment, but that doesn't mean you
can't offer support in other ways. "Friends and family members took to
leaving food for me, even though they couldn't come in to enjoy it with me,"
says Huckle. "I was particularly grateful for homemade juices, and anything
nutritious - although chocolate was also always welcome!"

Offer practical support
If you have the time to offer practical support, this is still possible during the
time of coronavirus, with a bit of ingenuity. "I found it really helpful when
people offered to do my washing and ironing," says Huckle. "Anything
practical - like cleaning or shopping - that I couldn't do easily would make
a real difference."

Depending on the cancer patient's current treatment and the coronavirus
measures necessary, you may be able to enter a different room in their
house to perform tasks, or may have to take bags of washing and ironing
from the doorstep - make sure you seek medical advice depending on the
specific circumstances.

Support could also be offered when it comes to buying groceries, or helping
with online grocery orders, where service availability may fluctuate.
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Send a gift!
While someone suffering from a long-term illness may not want to be
inundated with daily bunches of flowers, there are lots of inventive gifts you
can send that may help to brighten someone's day, or give them the boost
they need. "I found practical, pampering items like pillow sprays, or
facemasks to help me sleep at night were really thoughtful and helped to
make me feel better," says Huckle.

Be regular
Arranging a check-in with someone who is living with cancer, especially if
they are isolating, can be a real lifeline. Macmillan Cancer Support
suggests arranging a regular time when you could call to chat and catch
up, making it something to look forward to that will be convenient and
welcome.

If you are part of a wider family or group of friends, it may be worth liaising
with each other (as well as the cancer patient) to arrange a series of calls
over the course of a week. This would avoid overload for the cancer sufferer,
and ensure regular contact from loved-ones.

Encourage activity
Although you may not be able to visit your loved-one, you can still
encourage someone coping with a cancer diagnosis to stay active. This
might include discussing exercise options, recommending an online class
or suggesting you try an activity or hobby together over a video call.
Helping your loved-one to stay active both mentally and physically will play
an important part in a patient's overall wellness.

Seek advice
In these unprecedented times it can be difficult to know exactly what help is
available, or the best route forward when it comes to supporting an
individual with cancer. Advice is available from Macmillan, who will be able
to offer you support and counsel which will, in turn, help you to support your
loved ones. As well as a telephone, email and chat support, Macmillan
offers an online community and the ability to look for support services in
your area.
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Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Supporting a loved one with a cancer diagnosis and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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