Changes to Self-Image:
A Guide for Gynecological Cancer Survivors

What do you need to know about self-image?

After cancer, you may feel different and have a different relationship with your body, both in how you
believe you appear to others and how your body functions.

Some survivors may feel empty or incomplete because parts of their reproductive organs have been
removed as part of their cancer treatment. Others may experience changes in their femininity or
gender expression, their self-worth, or their relationship with their partner.

It is important to be aware of some strategies that can help you manage changes to your self-image
ON your cancer recovery journey.
Things that may affect your self-image

Here are some of the post-treatment effects that gynecological cancer survivors may experience.
Please note, this list is for information only. You may or may not experience these issues.

® Loss of fertility

® Hair loss

® Weight gain/loss

® Scarring

e Skin changes (such as redness or sensitivity)
® Changes to or loss of reproductive organs

® Physical changes (such as loss of balance, muscle weakness or other changes)

How to access support:

® Contact your healthcare team. Your healthcare team can evaluate your needs and provide a
referral to other professionals who can help.

e Talk to a registered nurse or find health services using Health811 (formerly Telehealth). You can
call 811 (TTY: 1-866-797-0007) or use the online chat.

® Find services in your area with the Canadian Cancer Society’s Community Services Locator.
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https://www.ontario.ca/page/your-health?gad_source=1&gclid=EAIaIQobChMInpjkqP7fhAMVlM3CBB0oBgiwEAAYASAAEgJdSPD_BwE&gclsrc=aw.ds
https://health811.ontario.ca/static/guest/chat-online
https://cancer.ca/en/living-with-cancer/how-we-can-help/community-services-locator

Other things you can do
Complete a self-assessment

It can be challenging to identify whether you are experiencing changes to your self-image. Doing a
self-assessment may help you identify concerns.

® Think about your body image and your sense of self before cancer treatment and now:
- Have these changed?
- Have they changed in a positive or negative way?

- Are any changes impacting the way you feel or the way you live your life?
Try psychotherapy

e Cognitive behavioural therapy can help you understand why you see yourself the way you do and
help you find new ways to think about yourself. Participating in this type of therapy may help
improve your sense of body image and how you feel about your body.

® Psychosexual therapy is specific counselling that can help you address sexual concerns with your
partner. It may also improve your perception of your body image and sexual satisfaction.

Add physical activity to your day.

Participating in exercise programs (such as gym classes, running) may contribute to feeling healthy
and improve your self-confidence.

More information

Here are some more resources that you may find helpful:

e Life After Primary Gynecological Cancer Treatment: A Guide for Survivors and Caregivers by

Queen’s University School of Nursing can help you prepare for life after gynecological cancer
treatment. It provides information for people who are recovering from cancer and care partners.

(Information and resources on self-image can be found on pg. 26-29 and on pg. 46)

e Canadian Cancer Society provides information and helpful tips on coping with body image issues

and self-esteem challenges.

® Managing Body Image Concerns after Cancer Treatment by University Health Network provides

information on how to manage body image concerns after cancer treatment.
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https://nursing.queensu.ca/research/after-cancer
https://cancer.ca/en/living-with-cancer/coping-with-changes/your-emotions-and-cancer/coping-with-body-image-and-self-esteem
https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Health_Topics/Documents/Managing_body_image_problems_after_cancer_treatment.pdf

The recommendations in this guide are based on published evidence and expert consensus.
Information within this document is intended for informational purposes only. Please be advised that
this guide does not establish a healthcare provider-patient relationship, nor should it replace
professional medical advice, diagnosis, and/or care. Please consult your health care team to address
your specific questions or concerns. OH expressly disclaims any responsibility or liability for damages,
loss, injury or liability resulting from your reliance on information within this guide. OH retains all
copyright, trademark, and all other rights in the guide, including all text and graphic images. Other
than for personal use, no portion of this resource may be used or reproduced, or distributed,
transmitted or "mirrored" in any form, or by any means, without OH’s prior written permission.

Should you require this information in an accessible format, please contact 1-877-280-8538, TTY 1-
800-855-0511, info@ontariohealth.ca.

Document disponible en francgais en contactant info@ontariohealth.ca.

This guide was last updated April 2024.
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