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“By the end of the day, I felt drained of energy—the 
idea of intimacy seemed out of the question. It was 
hard for me to embrace and accept my sexuality as 

my body changed.” 
 

               Aniko 
Diagnosed with breast cancer 

 
 
How does this affect me? 

A cancer diagnosis and undergoing cancer treatment may cause you to feel uncertain, 
stressed, or worried. Your body may experience changes that affect your self-image, sex 
life, and how you connect with your partner. Thoughts and feelings about cancer may 
interfere with your interest in sex. 

Here is a list of some of the physical and emotional changes you might experience during 
treatment that could affect your feelings about sexual relationships, sexuality, and 
intimacy: 

Physical changes: 

• Low energy or fatigue 

• Pain or discomfort during sex 

• Vaginal dryness (women) 

• Problems with erection function (men) 

• Decrease or lack of desire/interest 

• Sensitive skin 

• Urinary incontinence 

• Changes in orgasm 

Emotional changes: 

• Anger 

• Feeling emotionally numb 

 
Sexual matters 
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• Embarrassment 

• Anxiousness 

• Stress 

• Fear of cancer reoccurrence 

• Fear 

• Sadness 

• Depressed mood 

• Feelings of isolation 

• Lower self-confidence 
 
 

 

 

What can I do to improve my experience of sex? 

Your sexual health is an important part of your overall sense of wellbeing. Sexual health 
is a state of physical, mental, and emotional wellbeing within the realm of sexuality. 
Although you may find it hard to deal with this subject during treatment, it is important 
not to ignore it. Our society promotes an idealized view of sexuality that is full of 
healthy, fit and active people. You are may be disappointed if your expectations are 
taken from this stereotype! This model can be cause for concern for individuals with 
cancer in terms of meeting these social standards. 

Consider confronting cancer as a reminder to enjoy each day! Try talking to your partner 
because this is the first step in recovering a satisfying sex life. To help maximize 
enjoyment from your sexuality, here are a few strategies that may help: 
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 Find time to spend as a couple 

With a cancer diagnosis, treatment schedules, and everything else to manage in 
your work and family life, it may seem impossible to find time for sex. That is why it 
is important to schedule your private leisure time with your partner. 

• Keep up with small gestures of affection and attentiveness. Consider what was 
present in your relationship before to rediscover intimacy. Make sure that you 
speak to one another about your expectations and needs within your 
relationship, intimacy, etc.  

• Schedule mini-vacations for an evening or afternoon with your partner—or 
even a couple of hours after the kids are in bed! Don’t try and plan a whole 
vacation, as this can just add more unwanted pressure. 

• Enjoy transition time before starting your mini-vacation, to put aside your daily 
life. You may want to read a book for half an hour or take a bath. 

• Choose a place and time where you are unlikely to be interrupted. Turn off the 
phone and let the answering machine take any calls. 

 
 

 Warm up to sex 

It might not be possible for you to engage in intercourse at this time, either 
because of your cancer or treatment side-effects. There are, however, other ways 
to get close to your partner during this time: 

• Speak with your partner about your expectations and needs. Your body is an 
endless area which can be explored through touch, caresses and can be a 
source of pleasure. 

• Explore intimate games. 

• Try creating a sensual ambiance. 

• Touching your own body will let you know what feels good to you. You may 
discover that touch feels different since your cancer diagnosis and treatment. 
You can teach your partner how to alter the way they touch you. 
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 Talk about your expectations and needs regarding your sex life 

For some couples, talking about their sex lives can be difficult. You may feel 
embarrassed by the changes in your body; however, it is important to talk openly 
with your partner about how cancer and your treatments are affecting your 
relationship. 

• Tell your partner if anything causes you discomfort or pain. You can talk about 
trying different positions that may be more comfortable. Pillows and cushions 
can also provide support and comfort. 

 
 

 Get creative 

As your body changes, you may need to change or adjust the way you approach 
intimacy by: 

• Being open to trying different sexual activities and techniques. 

• Showing affection and intimacy in other ways, such as cuddling, holding hands 
or hugging. 
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When should I get help? 

It is normal to feel overwhelmed by cancer-related changes. Although the tips in the 
sections What can I do to improve my experience of sex? and What can I do to look after 
myself? may help improve your experience with sex and your overall sexual health, you 
should contact your healthcare team immediately if you experience any of the following 
situations: 

• Bleeding after sexual activity (women) 

• Pain during sexual activity that changes or worsens 

 

 Manage treatment side-effects 

Treatment side effects can interfere with all aspects of your life, including your sex 
life. Managing side effects that affect your sexual health can help improve your 
experience in this area. 

• Some cancer treatments cause vaginal dryness for women, which can lead to 
pain or discomfort during intercourse. Vaginal lubricants, moisturizers or 
creams may help make the experience more comfortable. 

• If pain or nausea is interfering with your ability to become aroused or to have 
sex, talk to your doctor or pharmacist about how you can take your medication 
to best manage these symptoms with sexual activity. It is hard to get in the 
mood for sex if you feel miserable. Your doctor or pharmacist might suggest 
taking your medication at a certain time before you plan to have sex. 

• Fatigue is one of the most common treatment side effects. If you feel too tired 
at the end of the day to even think about sex, try putting aside time for 
intimacy or sexual activity at the beginning of the day or when you know 
you’re usually less tired. You might also try taking a nap before sex. 

• Some women may experience urinary incontinence. Pelvic floor exercises may 
improve urinary retention. 
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• You, or your partner, notice that you are becoming depressed 

• You feel that you are unable to cope on your own 

 

 

 
 
Where can I find help? 

Try to get help for your sexual health concerns early to avoid unnecessary stress and 
discomfort: 

• Ask your doctor to recommend a sex therapist. A sex therapist might be able to help 
you work through the emotional and physical sexual problems associated with 
cancer and cancer treatment. 

• Make an appointment to speak with a sex therapist or psychologist. This kind of 
professional may be able to provide you with concrete advice on how to manage any 
issues in your sexual relationship. 

• Join a support group. It can be easy to forget that you are not alone in your sexual 
health concerns. Many couples and singles experience similar issues during cancer 
treatment, and talking to others can often provide great support. 

• The Quebec Cancer Foundation provides a resource directory where you can search 
for the organizations near you offering a variety of services including home help, 
lodging, transportation, and other supportive resources. 
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What can I do to look after myself? 

In addition to managing treatment side effects, there are a number of things that you can 
do that may also help improve your sexual health. Below are some suggestions you can 
try. 
 

 
 

 

 Keep a symptom diary 

Tracking your treatment side effects and symptoms can help you understand more 
about what is interfering with your sexuality. A symptom diary is also a useful tool 
to use when discussing symptom management with your healthcare team. A 
symptom diary should include information like: 

• What makes your symptom better or worse? 

• When does it usually occur? 

• How long does it last? 

• For more information see  Symptom Diary. 
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  Practice good sleep habits 

Getting a good night’s rest can help reduce fatigue and improve your energy levels. 
You may then find it easier to think about, and plan some time for, intimacy and 
sex. 

• Develop a sleep routine. Try to go to bed and wake up at the same time every 
day. If you do take a nap during the day, try to limit it to 20-30 minutes. 

• If you are having trouble sleeping, before going to bed, try doing an activity 
that you know relaxes you, such as listening to music, reading or meditating. 

• Avoid caffeine and sugary drinks in the evening. 

• It’s recommended that you turn off computers and tablets at least one hour 
before you plan to go to bed—the bright screens of these devices can trick 
your brain into thinking it’s daytime and make it hard to sleep. 

 

  

 Practice relaxation strategies 

Relaxation strategies can help relax your mind and body, and reduce the negative 
feelings that you may feel surrounding sexual activity. You can try some of these 
strategies on the go, as well as at home. For more information see Relaxation 
Strategies. 

• Meditation: The practice of meditation can bring about a deep state of 
calmness. Meditation involves quieting the mind, usually by focusing attention 
on the breath. You can meditate sitting, lying down and even walking. 

• Guided imagery or visualization: This technique involves imagining or 
visualizing a place that makes you feel calm. You can be guided by someone on 
a recording or in person. 

• Progressive muscle relaxation: This involves tensing and relaxing a muscle, or 
group of muscles, one at a time. 

• Breathing exercises: This focuses on slow, deep breathing. Taking a moment to 
take deep, slow breaths can calm your whole body. 

• Heat therapy: If you find yourself feeling tense before sex, try taking a warm 
shower or bath first to help you relax. 
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Resources 

For more information on sexuality and intimacy in cancer, check out the resources 
below. 

Canadian Cancer Society – Sex and intimacy 

Leukemia and Lymphoma Society – Coping with cancer-treatment effects on sexuality 

University Health Network – Your emotions, body image and sexual health 

BC Cancer – Sexual health concerns and care 

Coping Together – Guide for couples facing cancer- getting on top of symptoms 

Ordre professionnel des sexologues du Québec 

Info-aidant is open every day from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. to listening, and provide information 
and references. info-aidant@lappui.org 1 855 852-7784 
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Disclaimer 

Please note that this fact sheet is not intended as a substitute for consultation with a 
healthcare professional. If you have questions about your health, or any medical issue, 
you should contact a healthcare professional right away. You should not delay seeking 
medical advice, or disregard professional medical advice, because of information in this 
fact sheet. Before beginning any health treatment, always consult your doctor. All care 
has been taken to ensure that the information contained in this document is accurate at 
the time of publication. e-IMPAQc is not responsible for any injury or damage to persons 
or property arising out of, or related to, any use of the fact sheet, or because of any 
errors or omissions. 
 
 
Reproduction and copyright 

Any reproduction or distribution, in whole or in part, of this factsheet is prohibited 
without obtaining prior written consent of the e-IMPAQc project lead. Permission can be 
obtained by writing to e-impaqc@mcgill.ca.  
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