
 

 

ABOUT PSYCHOTHERAPY IN OCNOLOGICAL ILLNESS – MOST 
FREQUENT QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 
  

What can psychotherapy offer to women who are diagnosed with a breast 

cancer? 

A lot, really! Psychotherapy as a method of treatment has many forms, which can 

be useful at different stages of illness and recovery. Its effectiveness is a question of 

adjustment fit between needs and preferences.  

In the beginning, when emotional pain and fear are the strongest, patients appreciate 

individual contact with a psychotherapist more. Then, when they come back to social 

life – group therapy or support groups. Patients often encourage each other to be 

active, to say what they do to feel comfortably (they do yoga, ride a bike, swim, etc.).  

Each person needs something else – some need rebuilding their self-esteem, others 

prefer team work, being in touch with people in a similar situation – they see that 

they are not alone and they can be understood and supported. 

 

What can psychotherapy offer to YOU – a woman with a diagnosed 

breast cancer? 

Contacting a psychotherapist will provide you with information. And thus, fill the gap 

in mass media about causes, prevention and treatment of a breast cancer. 

Unfortunately, very little is said about problems that a patient encounters from the 

diagnosis until the end of treatment. 

Psychotherapy is a constructive activity, sustaining hope, implementing positive 

changes, informing that cancer is not the end but a new stage, initiation of changes. 

During psychotherapy many women discover new skills, they often come back to 

pastimes they used to do. They often discover that they cared about others more, 

forgetting about themselves. In the course of psychotherapy they start carrying about 

themselves – their bodies, wellbeing and self-development. All of the sudden they 

find out that the time of being ill and regaining health is a perfect moment to do 

something long forgotten, to get back to something which gave them satisfaction. 

During psychotherapy: 

 you discover your emotions, understand your state, reactions; you have a 

possibility to talk about the matters you do not share with others; you clarify 

your doubts and deepest fears; 

 you learn to communicate with your body, respect it and accept, 

despite your illness, care for it as well as possible; 



 

 you see yourself in a new situation, attune yourself to changes in your 

life; 

 you get stronger, regain energy and motivation (for treatment, positive life, 

healing); 

 you learn to communicate with others when you are tired, scared and 

fed up; 

 you get assistance with medical procedures and their consequences; 

 you solve everyday concerns, which may be more stressful now than 

before your illness; 

 you get relieved when you finally understand that you can demand or ask 

for help without being embarrassed; 

 you develop skills to regenerate psychologically owing to relaxation 

techniques. 

 

When is it good to start psychotherapy? 

Any time! However, it is best to start when the illness is suspected, when fear, 

anger, sorrow are very strong. Psychotherapy initiated at that stage will make you 

ready for changes which are to come and might hold back depression. Psychotherapy 

helps to cope with fear of pain and death and fear of diagnosis and treatment. 

 

Which moment, during illness, is proper to start psychotherapy? 

Any moment is good! We are different and that is why there is no common point 

for every person. What is important, is the readiness to start self-development, and 

each of us experiences this need in different circumstances. 

 

What does the contact with a psychologisti at the ward look like? 

There are many occasions to consult a psychologist at hospital, because a patient will 

usually spend there a few days or even weeks. Patients can talk to a specialist any 

time. In that conversation getting a relief is most significant! That 

conversation gives a possibility to talk about the matters which are hard to talk about 

with relatives. They might be fear of death or losing femininity and sexuality. 

Sometimes it is the only possibility for a patient to pronounce loudly her fears. 

 

For what reasons do patients usually consult a psychologist? 

Usually because of emotions resulting from changes in their appearance after 

surgery, chemo- and radiotherapy, because of fear of possibility of cancer recurrence; 

problems with relationships with a partner, intimate side too. Frequently, the reason 



 

for contacting a psychologist is the recurrence of illness and accompanying emotions, 

such as regret, feeing of guilt, sorrow, despair, low self-esteem. 

 

What makes conversation with a psychologist effective? 

In a nutshell – accepting the help offered, being ready for a change and 

open for new experiences. Adapting to a new situation despite the loss is crucial 

for a therapy to be successful. 

 

Psychotherapy and mastectomy – what does psychotherapy before 

mastectomy give? 

When you start psychotherapy because of a breast cancer, it is time for you to think 

over your identity, femininity and sexuality. Psychotherapy gives patients possibility 

to ensure themselves that they are still women, despite having undergone a 

mastectomy, they are still attractive and their lives are by no means worse because 

they have no breast. 

The most common problem demanding psychological support is their re-evaluation, 

work with their personality and body. The more stereotypes connected to femininity, 

the more psychotherapy can help. In the beginning patients react in an emotional 

way, they say: “It is not me without my breasts”. They compare themselves to 

women in a better situation, then to women in a worse situation and they come to the 

conclusion that they are not only the body, they are important as such. A 

psychotherapist helps to realise that the roles that a woman undertakes in her life – 

being a mum, friend – competences and the kind of person she is - will not disappear 

with a breast. Realising that is extremely significant. 

 

Psychotherapy and mastectomy – what does psychotherapy after 

mastectomy give? 

Surgery means that the cause of your illness – cancer - is removed instantly. 

However, the follow up, medical treatment might have a negative effect. The problem 

mourning after a lost breast or after an image of a healthy, attractive person you used 

to be. Continuing fear and sorrow, giving up to the illness, feeling of helplessness, 

abandoning further treatment and apathy require psychological intervention. 

 

 

 



 

What do psychological condition and self-esteem of women after 

mastectomy depend on? 

To a large extend it depends on how they define themselves as women and to what 

extend they perceive themselves through their bodies/having breasts. Working on 

eliminating that attitude is extremely important in therapy. At this stage partner’s 

support is essential. After a surgery a patient may experience post-surgery distress, 

chemo- and radiotherapy side effects, frustration caused by medical care 

shortcomings. They should elaborate on self-acceptance and learn to deal with side 

effects of treatment. 

 

How long should a patient remain under the care of a psychologist? 

There is no clear answer to that question. A patient should remain under care of a 

psychotherapist as long as she needs to and as long as it brings her relief.  

Patients rarely resign form psychotherapy, most often they take a short break 

because they have achieved a satisfactory effect. Some patients resign right after the 

end of treatment, others continue psychotherapy even during remission, because at 

that time they may cumulate negative emotions. They are afraid that the illness 

might recur, they are unhappy with their place in society after surgery, they do not 

accept their bodies’ new image. Happens that they come back after a few years 

because they need to work over some topics. 

 

Therapeutic success – how to define it? Can we speak about any ratings 

of psycho therapeutic effectiveness? 

Psychotherapy has been successful if the patient: 

 has developed a constructive way to deal with an illness – she learned to 

adapt; 

 has positively rearranged her life; 

 has re-discovered her resources and learned to use them; 

 has started treating illness not as a failure, punishment, injustice, but as a 

chance to change, discover new possibilities, enjoy her life despite the loss, 

length of illness and treatment; 

 has aimed at reasonable actions, is able to ask for support, copies positive 

models, learns new skills. 

 

 

 



 

How can a patient with a diagnosed breast cancer be encouraged to 

follow a psychotherapy? 

The best recommendation are the patients who have undergone the therapy. So do 

not be afraid to ask questions to those who have done that. 

Treatment in cancer is not only surgery. Body and mind are connected vessels which 

influence each other. Healing and immunity depend largely on the state of your 

mind. The patients who realise that get better faster. They know that one may treat 

the illness not as a punishment or misfortune but as a challenge, possibility to change 

and a new stage in life. 
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i To make things easier, we use the term ‘psychologist’, however, you should remember that psychological 
help can be provided by a psychologist, psychotherapist and psychooncologist 

 


