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How to talk to someone with
cancer
You’re not alone

I bumped into John in the lobby of the hospital. I was a student
and my family and John’s family had been friends for as long as
I could remember. Now John’s mother had been admitted to
hospital and was found to have cancer of the kidney. John was
sitting downstairs in the lobby looking very upset. I asked him
whether he was on his way up to see his mother. ‘I’ve been
sitting here for half an hour,’ he said. ‘I want to go and see her,
but I’m stuck. I don’t know what to say.’

That story explains how most of us feel when someone we love has
been told that they have cancer. It is important to know that what you
are feeling is normal and that you’re not alone.

We all feel stuck and helpless, maybe lost for words, when a friend of
ours receives some bad news. We all feel that we don’t know what to
say. To make things even worse we probably think that there are
things we should be saying or should be doing which will make things
easier for the person with cancer – if only we knew what they were.

There are ways to overcome those feelings so that you can give
practical and useful support. To put it simply, if you want to help but
don’t know how, then this booklet is for you.

There are no magic formulae, phrases or approaches which are ‘the
right thing’ to say or do during this difficult time. There isn’t a ‘right’
set of words or attitudes that will always help, that everybody else
knows and you don’t. If you really want to help your friend, then your
desire to help is the most important factor.
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Introduction
This booklet has been written to help you support someone close to
you with cancer. Many people find it difficult to talk to someone who
has cancer, or to know how to give support. This booklet gives advice
and tips that might help you to feel more confident about supporting
your friend or relative. If reading this book helps you, why not pass it
on to family and friends who might find it helpful too.

At the end of the booklet you will find a list of books you may find
useful to read. There is also a list of websites and special groups that
have been formed to help and support you at this time. The National
Cancer Helpline 1800 200 700 can also give information on all aspects
of cancer and people who can help. The helpline is available Monday to
Thursday 9am–7pm and Friday 9am–5pm.

4

>>> There is no ‘right’ thing to say. What is most important is
your desire to help.



The second point is that most of us – like John in the story – feel that
we don’t know what to say. But the important bit is not what we say –
it’s that you are there, and how you listen. In some respects, the single
most important thing that you can do for your friend or relative with
cancer is to listen. Once you’ve learned the few simple rules of good
listening, then you’ll already be of great help and support – and
everything will improve from there. The secret is to start – and starting
means learning how to be a good listener, and that begins with
understanding why listening and talking are so valuable.

But before we move on to the specific details of listening and
supporting, we should recognise the particular problems created by the
word ‘cancer’. For most people, when they are told they have cancer,
the diagnosis seems to bring a unique sense of dread and foreboding.
The patient’s relatives and friends, and the doctors and nurses looking
after the patient as well often share feelings like these. Many people
with cancer can be cured, and that number is increasing all the time.
Nevertheless, the word ‘cancer’ has a more devastating effect than most
other diagnoses. That is why a booklet like this is needed more often
when the diagnosis is cancer than when it is any other illness.
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Why talk? Why listen?
So you want to help, but you’re not sure what to do for the best.
Perhaps the most logical place to start is to look at what you’re trying
to achieve. There are basically three excellent reasons for talking and
listening and they are:

1 Talking to each other is the best way to communicate
There are, of course, many different ways of communicating – kissing,
touching, laughing, frowning, even ‘not talking’. However, talking is
the most efficient and the most specific way that you have of
communicating. It is by far the best way of making any
communication clear between you and another person. Other methods
of communication are very important, but for them to be of use you
usually have to talk first.

2 Simply talking about distress helps relieve it
There are many things that a conversation can achieve and there are
many reasons for us to talk. There are obvious ones – such as telling
the children not to touch the hot stove, telling a joke, asking about the
football results and so on. But there are also less obvious reasons for
talking, and one of these is the simple human desire to be listened to.

Often, particularly when things go wrong, people talk in order to get
what is bothering them off their chest, and to be heard. This serves a
useful function. It releases a bit of stress, and human beings can only
stand so much stress. You can provide relief for a sick person by
listening and by simply allowing them to talk. That in turn means that
you can help your friend even if you don’t have all the answers.

In fact, ‘good listening’ is known to be helpful in itself. A research
study took place in the United States in which a number of people

>>> You can help your friend even if you don’t have all the
answers.



>>>
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One of the reasons that people bottle up their feelings is shame. Many
people are ashamed of some of their feelings – particularly of their
fears and anxieties. They are afraid of something but feel that they
aren’t ‘supposed’ to be, and so they become ashamed of themselves.
One of the greatest services you can do for your friend or relative is to
listen to their fears and stay close when you’ve heard them. By not
backing away, you show that you accept and understand them. This
will, in itself, help to reduce the fear and the shame, and help the
person get their sense of perspective back.

So for all these reasons, you have everything to gain and nothing to
lose by trying to talk to, and listen to, someone who has just been
told that they have cancer. Starting a conversation in these
circumstances often feels very awkward and embarrassing, but there
are ways to overcome obstacles to conversation.

Obstacles to talking
There are six major kinds of obstacles to free communication between
you and the person who is ill. They are:
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were taught the simple techniques of good listening. Volunteer
patients then came to see them to talk about their problems. The
listeners in this study were not allowed to say or do anything at all.
They just nodded and said ‘I see’ or ‘tell me more’. They weren’t
allowed to ask questions, or say anything at all about the problems
that the patients described. At the end of the hour, almost all of the
patients thought they had got very good help and support – and some
of them rang the ‘therapists’ to ask if they could see them again, and
to thank them for the therapy.

It is always worth remembering that you don’t have to have the
answers, just listening to the questions will help a bit.

3 Thoughts that a person tries to shut out will do
harm eventually

It can be hard to know what to say when someone close to you is
diagnosed with cancer. It may seem best to pretend that everything is
fine and carry on as normal.

You may not want to add to the person’s worry by seeming afraid or
by saying the wrong thing.

Research from studies done by psychologists talking to people with
terminal illness has shown that conversations between the people
who were ill and their relatives and friends did not create new fears
and anxieties. In fact the opposite was true; not talking about a fear
makes it bigger.

People who have nobody to talk to are more likely to be anxious and
depressed. Research has also shown that when people are seriously ill
one of their biggest problems is that other people won’t talk to them.
Feelings of isolation add a great deal to their burden. Often, if a major
anxiety is occupying someone’s mind, the person finds it difficult to
talk about anything else at all.

>>> People who have nobody to talk to are more likely to be
anxious and depressed.

1 The person who is ill wants to talk but you don’t.

2 The person who is ill doesn’t want to talk but you do.

3 The person who is ill wants to talk, but feels they ought not to.

4 You don’t know how to encourage the person with cancer to talk.

5 The person who is ill appears not to want to talk, but really needs to.

6 You do not know what is best and don’t want to say anything that may
make things worse.

These seem like major barriers, but don’t let that alarm you. There are
ways of making yourself available for listening and talking without
overwhelming your friend or relative. You can work out whether they
need or want to talk or not by asking one or two simple questions.
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Keep looking at the person while they are talking and while you talk.
Eye contact is what tells the other person that the conversation is solely
between the two of you. If, during a painful moment, you can’t look
directly at each other, at least stay close and hold the person’s hand or
touch them if you can.

2 Find out if the person who is ill wants to talk
It may be that they are simply not in the mood to talk to you that day.
It’s also quite possible that they may want to talk about quite ordinary
‘little’ things such as television programmes or sports events or other
everyday subjects. Try not to be offended if that’s the case.

Even if you are mentally prepared for a major conversation with your
friend, try not to be put off if they do not want that at this particular
moment. You may still do them a valuable service by simply listening
and being there while they talk about everyday matters – or perhaps
don’t talk at all. If you’re not sure what they want you can always ask
‘Do you feel like talking?’ which is always better than launching into a
deep conversation (such as ‘Tell me about your feelings’) if they are
tired or have just been talking to someone else.

3 Listen and show you’re listening
When your friend or relative is talking, try to do two things – firstly,
listen to them instead of thinking of what you’re going to say next, and
secondly, show that you’re listening. To listen properly, you must be
thinking about what your friend is saying. You should not be rehearsing
your reply. Doing so means that you’re anticipating what you think
they are about to say, and not listening to what they are saying.

You must try not to interrupt. While they are talking, don’t talk yourself
but wait for them to stop speaking before you start. If they interrupt
you while you’re saying something with a ‘but’ or ‘I thought’ or
something similar, you should stop and let them continue.
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How to be a good listener
Basically, good listening can be divided into two parts – the physical
part and the mental part. A lot of the most awkward gaps in
communication are caused by not knowing a few simple rules that
encourage free conversation.

1 Get the setting right
This is important, and it’s worth getting the details correct at the start.
Get comfortable, sit down, try and look relaxed even if you don’t feel
it. Try to signal the fact that you are there to spend some time (for
instance, take your coat off!).

Keep your eyes on the same level as the person you’re talking to,
which almost always means sitting down. As a general rule, if your
friend is in hospital and chairs are unavailable or too low, sitting on
the bed is better than standing.

Try and keep the atmosphere as private as possible. Don’t try to talk
in a corridor, or on a staircase. That may seem obvious, but often
conversations go wrong because of these simple things.

Generally there should be a comfortable amount of space between you
and the person you are talking to. A longer distance makes
conversation feel awkward and formal, and a shorter distance can
make the other person feel hemmed in, particularly if they are in bed
and so cannot back away. Try to make sure there are no desks,
bedside tables and so on between you. Again, that may not be easy,
but if you say something (such as ‘It’s not very easy to talk across this
table, can I move it aside for a moment?’) it helps both of you.
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>>> Keep looking at the person while they are talking and while
you talk.

>>> To listen properly, you must be thinking about what your
friend is saying.

>>> Try and keep the atmosphere as private as possible.
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4 Encourage the person with cancer to talk
Good listening doesn’t mean just sitting there like a running tape-
recorder. You can actually help the person who is ill talk about what’s
on their mind by encouraging them. Simple things work very well. Try
nodding, or saying things like ‘Yes’, ‘I see’ or ‘What happened next?’
These all sound simple, but at times of maximum stress it’s the simple
things that help things along.

You can also show that you’re hearing, and listening, by repeating two
or three words from the person’s last sentence. This really does help
the talker to feel that their words are being taken on board. You can
also repeat back to the talker what you’ve heard – partly to check that
you’ve got it right, and partly to show that you’re listening and trying
to understand. You can say things like ‘So you mean that’ or ‘If I’ve
got that straight, you feel...’

5 Don’t forget silence and non-verbal communication
If someone stops talking, it usually means that they are thinking
about something painful or sensitive. Wait with them for a moment
and then ask them what they were thinking about. You can hold their
hand or touch them if you feel like it. Don’t rush it, even if the silence
does seem to last for a long time.

Another point about silences is that sometimes you may think ‘I don’t
know what to say’. This may be because there isn’t anything to say. If
that’s the case, don’t be afraid to say nothing and just stay close. At
times like this, just being there, a touch, or an arm round a shoulder
can be of greater value than anything you say.

Sometimes, non-verbal communication, such as the way a person
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holds their body or how they move, tells you much more about the
other person than you expect. Here’s one example from a doctor’s
experience:

Recently, I was looking after a middle-aged woman called Mary who
seemed at first to be very angry and didn’t want to talk. I tried
encouraging her to talk but without much success. During one
interview, while I was talking, I put my hand out to hers – rather
tentatively because I wasn’t sure it was the right thing. To my
surprise, she seized it, held it tightly and wouldn’t let go. The
atmosphere changed suddenly and she instantly started talking about
her fears of further surgery and of being abandoned by her family.
The message with non-verbal contact is ‘try it and see’. If, for
example, Mary had not responded so positively, I would have been
able to take my hand away and neither of us would have suffered any
setback as a result of it.

6 Don’t be afraid of describing your own feelings
You’re allowed to say things like ‘I find this difficult to talk about’ or
‘I’m not very good at talking about...’ or even ‘I don’t know what to
say’.

An acknowledgement of the feelings that are usually quite obvious to
both of you (even if those feelings are yours rather than your friend’s)
can dramatically improve the atmosphere. It usually reduces the
feelings of awkwardness or embarrassment that we all feel from time
to time. It’s remarkable how much this can improve communication.

7 Make sure you haven’t misunderstood
If you are sure you understand what your friend means, you can say
so. Responses such as ‘You sound very low’ or ‘I imagine that must
have made you very angry’ are replies that tell them that you’ve
picked up the emotions they have been talking about or showing. But
if you’re not sure what they mean, then ask: ‘What did that feel like?’,
‘What do you think of it?’, ‘How do you feel now?’ Misunderstandings
can arise if you make assumptions and are wrong. Something like:
‘Help me understand what you mean a bit more’ is quite useful.

>>> You can actually help the person who is ill talk about
what’s on their mind by encouraging them.

>>> Don’t be afraid to say nothing and just stay close.
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Humour is one of the ways human beings deal with things that seem
too impossible to deal with.

If you think for a moment about the commonest subjects of jokes:
they include mothers-in-law, fear of flying, hospitals and doctors, sex
and so on. None of those subjects is funny in themselves. An
argument with a mother-in-law, for instance, can be very distressing
but arguing with the mother-in-law has been an easy laugh for the
stand-up comedian for centuries. We all laugh most easily at the
things we cope with least easily. We laugh at things to get them in
perspective, to reduce them in size and threat.

One woman in her early forties needed to have a catheter (tube) in
her bladder as part of her treatment. While she was in hospital she
carried the drainage bag like a handbag and used to say loudly that it
was a shame nobody made a drainage bag that matched her gloves.
Out of context that may sound ghoulish, but for this particular woman
it was a method of dealing with a very distressing problem. It showed
her bravery and desire to rise above her physical problems. For her it
was very much in character.

Laughter can help people to get a different handle on their situation.
If your friend wants to use humour – even humour that to an outsider
might seem grim – you should certainly go along with it. It’s helping
them to cope. This does not mean that you should try and cheer them
up with a supply of jokes. You can best help your friend by
responding sensitively to their humour, rather than trying to set the
mood with your own.
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8 Don’t change the subject
If your friend wants to talk about how rotten they feel, let them. It
may be distressing for you to hear some of the things they are saying,
but if you can manage it then stay with them while they talk. If you
find it too uncomfortable, and think you just can’t handle the
conversation at that moment, then you should say so. Offer to try to
discuss it again later. You can even say very simple and obvious things
like ‘this is making me feel very uncomfortable at the moment – can
we come back to it later? Do not change the subject without
acknowledging the fact that your friend has raised it.

9 Don’t give advice early
Ideally, you should not give advice to anyone else unless it’s asked for.
However, this isn’t an ideal world and quite often you might find
yourself giving advice when you haven’t quite been asked. Try not to
give advice early in the conversation, because it stops dialogue. If
you’re bursting to give advice it’s often easier to use phrases like:
‘Have you thought about trying...’ or: ‘A friend of mine once tried...’
Those are both less bold than: ‘If I were you I’d...’ which makes your
friend think (or even say) ‘but you’re not me’, which really is a
conversation-stopper.

10 Respond to humour
Many people imagine that there cannot possibly be anything to laugh
about if you are seriously ill or dying. However, they are missing an
extremely important point about humour. Humour serves an important
function in our way of coping with major threats and fears. It allows
us to get rid of intense feelings and to get things in perspective.
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Cancer Helpline 1800 200 700

>>> We all laugh most easily at the things we cope with least easily.>>> If your friend wants to talk about how rotten they feel,
let them.

>>> You should not give advice to anyone else unless it’s asked for.
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Understanding what your friend is facing
It may help you to try and understand something of what your friend
is facing, and to see the fears that he or she may have. There are
different aspects to any illness that cause fear, and when the diagnosis
is cancer, those fears may be more numerous and may loom larger. In
order to help you encourage your friend to talk about her or his
feelings, here are some of the commonest concerns:

The threat to health
When we are in good health, the threat of serious illness seems far
away, and very few of us think about it before it happens. When it
happens to us we are shocked and confused, and often angry or even
bitter.

Uncertainty
A state of uncertainty may be even harder to bear than either good
news or bad news. Similarly ‘not knowing where you are and not
knowing what to prepare for’ is a very painful state in itself. You can
help your friend a lot by simply acknowledging the unpleasantness of
uncertainty.

Not knowing what is going to happen next
Tests and treatment for cancer can often involve many different
professionals, each with their own expertise. Very often the person
with the cancer may feel unskilled and foolish. You can help by
reinforcing the fact that nobody is ‘supposed’ to know all the details
in advance.

Physical symptoms
This booklet focuses particularly on psychological problems, but of
course physical symptoms are of utmost importance. Your friend may,
at various stages in the treatment, have a variety of symptoms
(including pain or nausea for example). Don’t hesitate to allow them
to talk about these symptoms.
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� To sum up
� The aim of sensitive listening is to understand as completely as you can

what the other person is feeling.

� You can never achieve complete understanding but the closer you get,
the better the communication between you and your friend will be.

� Your friend may find it difficult if you say ‘I understand how you feel’,
because the truth is that you cannot completely understand. However,
the more you try to understand your friend’s feelings, the more support
you are giving.
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How to help – a practical checklist
One of the most common problems in trying to help a person with
cancer is that friends and relatives simply don’t know where to start.
They want to help, but don’t know what to do first. In this section
we’ll see a logical plan that you can follow. It will help you to decide
where your help is most useful and where you can start.

Make your offer
You must first find out whether or not your help is wanted. If it is,
make your offer. Your initial offer should be specific (not just ‘let me
know what I can do’). You should say clearly that you would check
back to see if there are things you can help with. Obviously, if you are
the parent of a sick child or the spouse of someone with cancer you
don’t need to ask. However, in most circumstances, it is important to
know whether you’re in the right position to help.

Sometimes a distant acquaintance or colleague is more welcome than
a close relative; so don’t prejudge your usefulness. Do not be upset if
the patient does not seem to want your support. Do not take it
personally. If you are still keen to help, see if there are other family
members who need assistance. After you have made the initial offer,
do not wait to be called, but check back with some suggestions. You
might be able to help indirectly by doing extra school runs or
shopping for elderly relatives.

Become informed
If you are to be useful to your friend, you will need some information
about what the medical situation is, but only enough to make sensible
plans. You do not need to – and should not – become a world expert
on the subject. Just find out enough about the illness that will enable
you to better understand your friend’s situation. Some people make
suggestions to the person with cancer about things they should do or
treatments that they should try. This well-meaning advice can often
put pressure on the person with the cancer and cause them stress. It
is best to offer advice only if the person asks for it.
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Visible signs of treatment or disease
The same is true of outward signs of cancer or its treatment, for
example hair loss due to chemotherapy or radiotherapy (to the head).
You can help your friend feel less self-conscious, perhaps by helping
them to choose a wig or scarf.

Social isolation
Most serious diseases, and particularly cancer, seem to put up an
invisible barrier between the person who is ill and the rest of society.
Visiting them and encouraging mutual friends to do the same is a
good way of helping reduce that barrier.

The threat of death
Many people are cured of cancer, but the threat of dying is always
there. It may continue to haunt people who are cured. You can’t get
rid of that fear, but you can allow your friend to talk about it. By
listening, you can reduce the impact and the pain of that threat. As
always, you don’t have to have all the answers – simply listening to
the questions will help a lot.

Naturally this is only a partial list, but it will at least give you a
glimpse of what may be going through your friend’s mind. All of these
fears and concerns are normal and natural – what is ‘wrong’ or
‘unnatural’ is not having anybody to talk to about them. That’s why
you can be so important to your friend.

18

>>> You don’t have to have all the answers – simply listening to
the questions will help a lot.
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� Could you house-sit, so that their partner can visit them in
hospital? Could you take the children out for the day to give the
couple some time together?

� If you aren’t good at any of these things, would you be prepared
to pay for, say, a cleaner for a half-day a week to help out?

� Could you get relevant booklets for your friend?

� Can you find videos that they like?

� Do they need the furniture rearranged? (For instance, so that the
patient can sleep on the ground floor because they cannot
manage stairs.) If so, could you help them to do it?

� Will there be flowers at home when the person gets out of
hospital?
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Assess the needs
This means assessing the needs of the person who is ill and of the
rest of the family. Naturally, any assessment is going to be full of
uncertainties because the future is often unpredictable, but you should
try and think about the needs of the person who is ill. These will, of
course, vary with the effect of the cancer at that time.

If the person has serious physical problems then here are some
questions you might ask yourself:
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� Who is going to look after them during the day?

� Can they get from the bed to the toilet?

� Can they prepare their own meals?

� Do they need medicines that they cannot take without help?

It is important to think of other family members.

� Are there children who need to be taken to and from school?

� Is the partner medically fit or are there things they need?

� Is the home suitable for nursing someone with the person’s
medical condition or are there things that need to be done there?

Any list will be long and almost certainly incomplete, but it is a start.
Check your list by going through a day in the life of your friend and
thinking what they will need at each stage.

Decide what you can do and want to do
� What are you good at?

� Can you cook for your friend? Taking round pre-
cooked frozen meals may be welcomed. Can you
prepare meals for other family members?

� Are you handy around the house? Could you put up handrails or
wheelchair ramps if required?

Start with small practical things
Look at the list of the things you are prepared to do, and perhaps start
off by offering a few of them. Offering all of them may overwhelm
your friend. Pick some small tasks that are practical that your friend
might not be able to do for him/herself easily. Making a small
contract and meeting your target is far better than aiming too high
and failing. It may need a little thought and some inside knowledge.

For instance, one person, David, used to get his hair cut every week.
It wasn’t a big thing, but it was part of his regular routine. When he
was in hospital, his friend Peter arranged for the hospital barber to
call weekly. It was a nice and thoughtful touch. There are lots of
things like that, mowing the lawn when the person is unable to,
preparing meals, house-sitting and so on.

Avoid excesses
Don’t give huge gifts that overwhelm and embarrass. Most large gifts
spring from a sense of guilt on the part of the donor, and create guilt
in the recipient. Similarly, your offers of help need to be modest and
suited to the patient and family.
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news given. Don’t try and hide your feelings but remember you are the
person who is giving support. Later you may find it helpful to talk to
someone close to you, or one of the helpful organisations at the back of
this booklet, for support for yourself.

Involve other people
Be fair to yourself and recognise your own limitations. Every helper
and supporter wants to do his or her best. You may be very tempted to
undertake heroic tasks, out of a sense of anger and rage against your
friend’s situation and the injustice of it. But if you make heroic gestures
and then fail you will become part of the problem instead of helping
with the solution. You owe it to yourself and to your friend to undertake
reasonable tasks so that you succeed. This means you should always be
realistic about what you can do. You can always get other people to
help with the things you cannot do.

Going through this list in your mind is valuable because it offers a
genuinely practical approach to something that is probably unfamiliar
to you, and because it quells your own sense of pain at not knowing
where to start. Whatever plans you make will certainly change with
time as conditions change. Be prepared to be flexible and learn as you
go along.

Conclusion
Of course it’s very frightening when someone close to you is told that
they have cancer. But you can help in the ways we’ve talked about. Do
remember that facts reduce fears. You can help your friend get the facts
in perspective. By listening to what your friend is most concerned about
and by helping them find the right information and understand it, you
can be a vital part of your friend’s support system. And that is one of
the most important things that one human being can do for another.
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Listen
Time is a present you can always give. You can refer to page 7 for
some guidelines on sensitive listening. Try to spend regular time with
your friend. It’s better to try to spend 10 or 15 minutes once a day or
every 2 days, if you can, rather than 2 hours once a month. Be
reliable and be there for your friend.

Being with your friend at the clinic
People with cancer are often encouraged to take someone with them
when they see the doctor for the first time or for follow-up visits. If
your friend wants you to be there, you could offer to help them
prepare for the appointment. Your friend may feel anxious when
seeing the doctor, and this makes it difficult to think of the right
questions to ask. The following suggestions may be useful:
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>>> Time is a present you can always give.

>>> Listening and being there to support your friend may be the
most important help you can give.

� Ask them to think about the questions that they want
answered.

� Help them to organise and write out their questions.

� Suggest that they put their two or three most important questions
at the top of the list, as time may be limited.

During the appointment don’t try and speak on behalf of your friend,
unless she or he asks you to. Remember it’s their questions that are
important. Listen very carefully to the information and answers the
doctor gives. It can also be helpful to take notes.

Your friend may find it difficult to take in all the information they are
given, especially if they received bad news. Afterwards you can help
by reminding them of the information and the answers the doctor
gave, as you are likely to remember things they have forgotten. Again,
listening and being there to support your friend may be the most
important help you can give. You may find that you feel upset by the
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Support resources
Irish Cancer Society Services
The Irish Cancer Society funds a range of cancer support services that
provide care and support for people with cancer at home and in
hospital.

Homecare nurses
Homecare nurses are specialist palliative care nurses who offer advice
on pain control and other symptoms. These nurses work with GPs and
public health nurses to form homecare teams bringing care and
support, free of charge, to patients in their own homes. Based in local
hospitals, health centres and hospices, they can be contacted through
your GP or public health nurse.

Night nursing
The Irish Cancer Society can provide a night nurse, free of charge, for
up to 70 hours (mainly night hours) to families who are caring for a
seriously ill person at home. If you need help, you can find out more
about this service from a member of the homecare team, your GP or
local public health nurse.

Oncology liaison nurses
The Irish Cancer Society funds oncology liaison nurses who provide
information as well as emotional and practical support to the patient
and his or her family. Oncology liaison nurses work as part of the
hospital team in specialist cancer centres.

Cancer Information Service (CIS)
The Society also provides a Cancer Information Service with a wide
range of services: the National Cancer Helpline is a freefone service
that gives confidential information, support and guidance to people
concerned about cancer. It is staffed by specialist cancer nurses who
have access to the most up-to-date facts on cancer-related issues such
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as prevention of cancer, risk factors, screening, dealing with a cancer
diagnosis, different treatments, counselling and other support services.
The helpline can also put patients in contact with the various support
groups that are available. The helpline 1800 200 700 operates Monday
to Thursday from 9am to 7pm, and every Friday from 9am to 5pm. A
Prostate Cancer Information Service 1800 380 380 also operates at the
same time

All queries or concerns about cancer can be emailed to the CIS at
helpline@irishcancer.ie. The walk-in caller service allows anyone
with concerns about cancer to freely visit the Society to discuss them in
private. CancerForum is a bulletin board on our website
(www.irishcancer.ie) that gives the public the chance to post their
comments. The CancerChat service is a live chatroom with a link to a
Cancer Information Service nurse.

Action Breast Cancer
Action Breast Cancer (ABC) is a project of the ICS that provides breast
cancer information and support and also funds breast cancer research.
Its services are free and confidential. They include a national helpline,
publications, one-to-one support, breast awareness talks and advocacy.
The ABC helpline 1800 90 30 40 runs weekdays from 9am to 5pm.

Counselling
Coping with a cancer diagnosis can be very stressful at times. Patients
and their families sometimes find it difficult to come to terms with the
illness. Many people feel that they cannot talk to a close friend or
relative. Counselling can provide emotional support in a safe and
confidential environment. Call the Cancer Helpline to find out about
counselling services provided by the Irish Cancer Society and services
available in your area.

Cancer information booklets
These booklets provide information on all aspects of cancer and its
treatment. They also offer practical advice on learning how to cope
with your illness. The booklets are available free of charge from the
Irish Cancer Society.
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Cancer support groups
The Irish Cancer Society funds a range of support groups set up to
support you and your family at time of diagnosis, throughout
treatment and afterwards.

Patient grants
A diagnosis of cancer can bring with it the added burden of financial
worries. In certain circumstances, the Irish Cancer Society can provide
limited financial assistance to patients in need. If you would like to
request this kind of help contact your oncology or medical social
worker at the hospital where you have been treated. He/she should
then make the request in writing to the Irish Cancer Society.

If you would like more information on any of the above services, call
the National Cancer Helpline 1800 200 700.
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CanTeen Ireland
Yuong Peoples’ Cancer Support Group
c/o Carmichael Centre
Brunswick Street
Dublin 7
Tel: 01 872 2012
Email: canteen@oceanfree.net

Cork ARC Cancer Support
Cliffdale
5 O’Donovan Rossa Road
Cork
Tel: 021 427 6688

The Cuisle Centre Cancer Support
Group
2 Park Villas
Harper’s Lane
Mountmellick Road
Portlaoise
Co Laois
Tel: 0502 81492
Email: cuislecentre@eircom.net

Dóchas – Offaly Cancer Support
12 Henry Street
Tullamore
Co Offaly
Tel: 0506 28268
Email: dochasoffaly@hotmail.com

Donegal Cancer Support
Clar
Donegal
Tel: 073 40837

The Gary Kelly Support Centre
Georges Street
Drogheda
Co Louth
Tel: 041 980 5100
Fax: 041 980 5101

Greystones Cancer Support
La Touche Place
Greystones
Co Wicklow
Tel: 01 287 1601

HOPE
Enniscorthy Cancer Support and
Information Centre
27 Upper Weafer Street
Enniscorthy
Co Wexford
Tel: 053 9238 555

The LARCC Retreat Centre
Ballinalack
Mullingar
Co Westmeath
Tel: 044 71971
Email: info@larcc.ie
Website: www.larcc.ie

Lios Aoibhinn Cancer Support Centre
85 Nutley Lane
Donnybrook
Dublin 4
Tel: 01 260 5756

Macmillan Support & Information
Centre
Belfast City Hospital Trust
79–83 Lisburn Road
Belfast BT9 7AB
Tel: 028 9069 9202
Email: cancer.info@bch.n-i.nhs.uk
Website: www.actioncancer.org

Mayo Cancer Support Association
Rock Rose House
32 St Patrick’s Avenue
Castlebar
Co Mayo
Tel: 094 903 8407

Men Against Cancer
c/o Irish Cancer Society
National Cancer Helpline 1800 200 700
Email: support@irishcancer.ie

Sligo Cancer Support Centre
2A Wine Street
Sligo
Tel: 071 70399
Email: scsg@tinet.ie

29Lost for words: How to talk to someone with cancer28

Useful organisations
Irish Cancer Society
43/45 Northumberland Road
Dublin 4
National Cancer Helpline: 1800 200 700
Action Breast Cancer: 1800 30 90 40
Action Prostate Cancer: 1800 380 380
Tel: 01 231 0500
Email: helpline@irishcancer.ie
Website: www.cancer.ie

Irish Association for Counselling
and Therapy
8 Cumberland Street
Dún Laoghaire
Co Dublin
Tel: 01 230 0061
Fax: 01 230 0064
Email: iacp@irish-counselling.ie
Website: www.irish-counselling.ie

Mental Health Ireland
Mensana House
6 Adelaide House
Dún Laoghaire
Co Dublin
Tel: 01 284 1166
Fax: 01 284 1736
Website: www.mentalhealth.ie

The Carers’ Association
Bulger House
Patrick Street
Tullamore
Co Offaly
Tel: 057 932 2933
Freefone: 1800 240 724
Email: info@carersireland.com
Website: www.carersireland.com

Support groups & support
centres
ARC Cancer Support Centre
ARC House
65 Eccles Street
Dublin 7
Tel: 01 830 7333
Email: info@arccancersupport.ie
Website: www.arccancersupport.ie

Beacon Cancer Support Centre
Suite 15
Beacon Court
Sandyford
Dublin 18
Tel: 01 213 5654

Bray Cancer Support and Information
Centre
36B Main Street
Bray
Co. Wicklow
Tel: 01 286 6966
Email: bcsc@iol.ie
Website: www.braycancersupport.ie

Cancer Information & Support Centre
Mid-Western Regional Hospital
Dooradoyle
Co Limerick
Tel: 061 482615

Cancer Plus (support group for parents
of children with cancer)
Irish Cancer Society
43/45 Northumberland Road
Dublin 4
National Cancer Helpline 1800 200 700
Fax: 01 231 0555
Email: support@irishcancer.ie
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Helpful books

31Lost for words: How to talk to someone with cancer30

South East Cancer Foundation
7 Sealy Close
Earlscourt
Waterford
Tel: 051 876629
Fax: 051 876718
Email: infosecf@eircom.net

The Tuam Cancer Care Centre
30 Temple Jarlath Court
High Street
Tuam
Co Galway
Tel: 093 28522
Email: info@tuamcancercare.ie
Website: www.tuamcancercare.ie

Turning Point – Positive Health Centre
23 Crofton Road
Dun Laoghaire
Co Dublin
Tel: 01 280 7888
Email: turningpoint@eircom.net
Website: www.turningpoint.ie

Useful contacts outside
Republic of Ireland
Action Cancer Northern Ireland
Action Cancer House
1 Marlborough Park
Belfast BT9 6XS
Tel: 028 9080 3344
Fax: 028 9080 3356
Email: info@actioncancer.org
Website: www.actioncancer.org

American Cancer Society
1599 Clifton Road NE
Atlanta, GA 30329-4251
Website: www.cancer.org

Bristol Cancer Help Centre
Grove House
Cornwallis Grove
Clifton
Bristol BS8 4PG
Tel: +44 117 980 9500
Website: www.bristolcancerhelp.org

British Association for Counselling
& Psychotherapy
35–37 Albert Street
Rugby
Warwickshire CV21 2SG
Tel: +44 870 443 5252
Fax: +44 870 443 5161
Website: www.bacp.co.uk

Cancerbackup (UK)
3 Bath Place
Rivington Street
London EC2A 3JR
Tel: +44 207 696 9003
Helpline: +44 207 7392280
Website: www.cancerbacup.org.uk

Macmillan CancerLine (UK)
Macmillan Cancer Relief
89 Albert Embankment
London SE1 7UQ
Tel: +44 20 7840 7840
Email:
cancerline@macmillan.org.uk
Website: www.macmillan.org.uk

National Cancer Institute (US)
Website: www.nci.nih.gov

The Ulster Cancer Foundation
40–42 Eglantine Avenue
Belfast 9BT9 6DX
Tel: 048 906 63281
Website: www.ulstercancer.co.uk

University of Pennsylvania
Cancer Center (US)
Website: www.oncolink.com

Cancer at Your Fingertips
(2nd edn)
Val Speechley & Maxine Rosenfeld
Class Publishing, 2001
ISBN 1-85959-036-5

Cancer Positive: The Role of the Mind in
Tackling Cancers
Dr James Colthurst
Michael O’Mara Books Ltd, 2003
ISBN 1-85479-860-X

Cancer: What Every Patient Needs to
Know
Jeffrey Tobias
Bloomsbury, 2001
ISBN 0-74755-410-2

Challenging Cancer: Fighting Back,
Taking Control, Finding Options
(2nd edn) Maurice Slevin & Nira Kfir
Class Publishing, 2002
ISBN 1-85959-068-3

Living and Dying with Cancer
Angela Armstrong-Coster
Cambridge University Press, 2004
ISBN 0-52183-765-0

Taking Control of Cancer
Beverley van der Molen
Class Publishing, 2003
ISBN 1-85959-091-8

The Bristol Approach to Living with
Cancer
Helen Cooke
Robinson, 2003
ISBN 1-84119-680-0

The Secret C: Straight Talking About
Cancer [explaining cancer to children]
Julie A Stokes
Winston’s Wish, 2000
ISBN 0-95391-230-2

What You Really Need to Know about
Cancer
Dr Robert Buckman
Pan, 1997
ISBN 0-33033-628-2

For more details on helpful and up-to-
date books and their availability,
call the National Cancer Helpline 1800
200 700.
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We hope that this booklet has been of help to you. If you have any
suggestions as to how it could be improved, we would be delighted to
hear from you. Your comments would help us greatly in the
preparation of future information booklets for people with cancer and
their carers. After reading this booklet or at any time in the future, if
you feel you would like more information or someone to talk to,
please phone our cancer helpline nurses on 1800 200 700.

Would you like to help us?
The Irish Cancer Society relies entirely on voluntary contributions
from the public to fund its programmes of patient care, education and
research. If you would like to support our work in any way – perhaps
by making a donation or by organising a local fundraising event –
please contact us.

Irish Cancer Society, 43/45 Northumberland Road, Dublin 4.
Tel: 01 231 0500 Email: info@irishcancer.ie
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The Irish Cancer Society

is the national charity for cancer care,

dedicated to eliminating cancer as a

major health problem and to improving

the lives of those living with cancer.


