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Body Image 
Many survivors experience physical changes in their bodies as a result of cancer or its 
treatment. The way they feel and think about their bodies may also change. 
Understanding how cancer can affect your body image can help you feel confident as you 
experience and manage changes in your body. 

Body Image: Detailed Information 

This information is meant to be a general introduction to this topic. The purpose is to 
provide a starting point for you to become more informed about important matters that 
may be affecting your life as a survivor and to provide ideas about steps you can take to 
learn more. This information is not intended nor should it be interpreted as providing 
professional medical, legal and financial advice. You should consult a trained 
professional for more information. Please read the Suggestions and Additional Resources 
documents for questions to ask and for more resources.  

What is body image and why is poor body image a struggle for many survivors? 

Many survivors experience physical changes in their bodies as a result of cancer or its 
treatment. Each survivor may react to physical changes in a different way. It may be very 
difficult for you to accept the changes to your body. On the other hand, you may think the 
physical changes don't really affect the way you feel about your body. 

It's also possible that your body didn't change as a result of cancer, but you still feel 
differently about the way you look to other people. If you feel negatively about yourself 
or your body after cancer, you might want to consider ways to improve your body image. 

Your body image is what you believe about your own appearance, even though other 
people might see you differently. A poor body image may cause you to feel ashamed, 
self-conscious and anxious about your body. If you have a poor body image, you might 
think that your body size or shape makes you unattractive to other people. 

Cancer can affect your body image by:  

 Changing your physical appearance  
 Damaging how your body functions  
 Challenging your self-worth  

 



If you have experienced changes to your body as a result of cancer or treatment, you 
might feel less confident about your physical appearance. However, it is important to 
remember that your body is only one part of who you are as a whole person. If you focus 
only on what your body looks like, you might overlook the strength of your personality, 
your interest in life and the talents you bring to many areas of your life. 

Physical changes can be difficult to accept, and they may be a temporary or permanent 
part of who you are. Being a cancer survivor may also seem like a big change in how you 
see yourself. Finding your personal way of dealing with these changes may improve your 
quality of life and help you feel more confident during your survivorship. 

Who might be at risk for having a poor body image? 

Survivors who experience temporary or permanent physical changes to their bodies may 
be at risk for having a poor body image as they learn to adjust to changes in their bodies. 
The effects of a temporary physical change on your body image may last for a short time. 
A permanent physical change may have a more lasting effect on your body image. 

Examples of temporary changes that can affect your body image:  

 Hair loss  
 Weight loss  
 Weight gain  

Examples of permanent changes that can affect your body image:  

 Amputations, such as, limbs or mastectomies where prostheses can be fitted  
 Permanent stomas, e.g. colostomy or ileostomy (an opening on the abdomen 

created surgically to empty contents of bowel into a bag)  
 Infertility  
 Scars from surgery or tattoo markings from radiation fields  

Both permanent and temporary physical changes may or may not be visible to other 
people. When physical changes aren't visible to others, you may not notice any changes 
in how you feel about your body. However, even changes that no one else can see can 
affect you because body image relates to how you feel about your body, not how it 
actually looks to others. 

Many people think that the only survivors who are at risk for having a poor body image 
are survivors who experience temporary or permanent physical changes to their bodies. 
This is not true. Even if you do not experience any physical changes from cancer, you 
might still feel that others see you differently. You may think that others don't understand 
you or can't relate to you now. Feelings of insecurity and uncertainty may affect your 
body image, even if your body looks exactly like it did before cancer. 

 
 
 



What are some signs that a poor body image is affecting a survivor's quality of life?  

 You don't want to leave your house because you don't want people to see you.  
 You don't want to date or meet new people.  
 You shy away from intimacy or sex with your current partner.  
 You are afraid to undress in front of your spouse.  
 You won't let your partner see your scars.  
 You are embarrassed because you lost or gained weight.  
 You feel ashamed for having cancer.  
 You are unable to accept yourself for who you are now.  

Why can cancer affect a survivor's body image? 

Cancer and its treatment affect each survivor differently, and physical changes caused by 
cancer are unique to each survivor. Sometimes physical changes caused by cancer 
prevent you from working or doing the things you used to enjoy before cancer. This can 
be very difficult to accept. Even small changes in your body may seem overwhelming. 

Your physical changes may also affect how others react to you, which can affect your 
body image. Not everyone knows how to react to people who have had cancer or who 
have physical changes from cancer or its treatment. Some people will react negatively, 
and that can cause hurt feelings and discomfort. Having a strong, positive body image 
may help you worry less about how other people react to your physical appearance. 

After treatment ends, many cancer survivors want their lives to return to the way they 
were before cancer. If you have a permanent physical change, it can seem like a constant 
reminder that life is different. Also, if you see yourself differently after cancer, you may 
worry that your life will never be normal again. All these things can affect how well you 
feel about yourself and your body. You might want to consider giving yourself time to 
adjust to changes in your body or changes in how you feel about yourself. In time, your 
body image may improve as you start to adjust to life after cancer. 

Are survivors always going to be at risk for having a poor body image? 

If your body image didn't change right after you finished treatment, it's still possible for 
an aftereffect of treatment or a change in how you feel about your life after cancer to 
affect your body image. If you had problems with your body image before cancer, you 
may see your problems become worse over time if you don't address them. On the other 
hand, you may also see an improvement in your body image. You may think that cancer 
changed how you feel about certain things in your life. You may think that what others 
think of you isn't as important anymore. 

Anytime you experience a major change in how you look or how you feel you look, you 
might be at risk for having a poor body image. Doing your best to remain positive and 
recognize your strengths beyond your physical appearance may help decrease your risk 
for having a poor body image. 

 



What can survivors do to improve their body image?  

All survivors deal with changes in body image in their own way. It is a personal 
experience. However, there are some general approaches that may help you improve your 
body image and begin to better understand your body after cancer. 

Below is a brief list. For more information, see Suggestions.  

 Talk to other survivors who have had similar struggles with their body image.  
 Gain confidence in your appearance.  
 Seek out professional counseling, either for yourself or with a partner.  
 Include a healthy balance of exercise and good nutrition to improve how you feel 

after cancer.  

This document was produced in collaboration with:  
Susan Leigh, RN 
Cancer Survivorship Consultant  

Body Image: Suggestions 

The suggestions that follow are based on the information presented in the Detailed 
Information document. They are meant to help you take what you learn and apply the 
information to your own needs. This information is not intended nor should it be 
interpreted as providing professional medical, legal and financial advice. You should 
consult a trained professional for more information. Please read the Additional Resources 
document for links to more resources. 
 
Talk to other survivors who have had similar struggles with their body image:  

Support groups provide a safe environment to share experiences with other survivors, 
learn new ways to handle difficult situations and talk about emotions. You will see 
different styles of coping with stress and adjusting to life as a cancer survivor. If you are 
uncomfortable talking about certain subjects with your family or friends, a support group 
offers you a place to talk freely about what is important to you. Cancer support groups 
exist in most communities. 

Some ways to find out more about support groups in your area:  

 Ask your health care team for suggestions. Some cancer programs offer support 
groups for cancer survivors and their family members right in the clinic or 
hospital.  

 Call a nearby cancer center or university hospital and ask about support groups.  
 Call the American Cancer Society at 1.800.ACS.2345 (1.800.227.2345) and 

request a list of support groups and cancer centers in your area.  
 Visit LIVESTRONG Navigation Services at LIVESTRONG.org/Get-Help, or 

call 1.855.220.7777 for information on support groups.  

 

http://www.livestrong.org/Get-Help


Gain confidence in your appearance:  

 Dress in clothing that makes you feel good.  
 Spend time with people who make you feel good about, and accept you as you are  
 Find a Look Good...Feel Better program through the American Cancer Society.  

Seek out professional counseling, either for yourself or with a partner:  

Ask a member of your health care team for a referral to a therapist who works with other 
cancer survivors. Most cancer centers employ oncology social workers who are specially 
trained to work with cancer survivors and their families. Even if you are not a patient at a 
cancer center, the oncology social worker may meet with you or refer you to someone 
else in the community. 

It is important to interview the therapist to find out if he or she is the right professional 
for you. Speak honestly with the therapist and let him or her know your reasons for 
wanting to work with a therapist. 

Examples of questions to ask the therapist:  

 What type of education background do you have?  
 What license do you have?  
 What is your experience working with people with cancer?  
 What do you understand about the emotional response to this illness?  
 Do you take my insurance?  
 Do you work with people who are anxious? Depressed?  
 Do you know community resources for people with cancer?  

Include a healthy balance of exercise and good nutrition to improve how you feel 
after cancer:  

 Work with your health care team to develop an exercise program that fits your 
specific recovery needs.  

 Talk with your health care team about ways to improve your diet and experiment 
with new recipes.  

 Ask a member of your health care team to refer you to a rehabilitation specialist 
that can help you adjust to physical changes in your body.  

Body Image: Additional Resources 

The resources listed below provide more detailed information and support services to 
help you manage concerns about body image. Please read the Detailed Information and 
Suggestions document for more information and questions to ask. 

 

 



Look Good…Feel Better 
www.lookgoodfeelbetter.org 

Email:  Send email through the Web site.  

Phone:  1-800-395-LOOK (1-800-395-5665)  

  
Trained specialists answer calls in English and Spanish 24 hours a day. 
Interpreters for many other languages are available by request.  

Look Good…Feel Better is a national public service program that helps cancer survivors 
manage changes in their appearance by educating them about skin care, hair care and 
wigs, makeup application techniques and nail care. The Web site offers step-by-step 
instructions on all these topics, with links to separate sites for teens and men. The 
organization also sponsors group programs in all 50 states. You can find the program 
nearest to you on the site. Some programs and all the information on the site are available 
in Spanish. 

National Women's Health Information Center 
www.womenshealth.gov 

Email:  Send email through the Web site.  

Phone:  1-800-994-WOMAN (1-800-994-9662) 

  TDD for deaf and hard of hearing callers: 1-888-220-5446  

  
Information and Referral Specialists answer calls in English and    Spanish 
Monday-Friday, from 9:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. (EST).  

The National Women's Health Information Center is a service of the U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services. The Web site offers information on a variety of women's 
health concerns, including body image. Additional information from other agencies and 
organizations can be accessed by using the search box. Some information on the site is 
available in Spanish. 

Shop Well with You (SWY) 
www.shopwellwithyou.org 

Phone:  1-800-799-6790  

Email:  info@shopwellwithyou.org  

The Shop Well with You Web site offers a number of resources, including articles on 
body image and information on clothing-specific needs of cancer survivors. The site 
provides general tips on fabrics, styles and cuts that offer the most comfort for specific 
physical conditions. Some of the conditions addressed include mastectomy, ostomies, 
lymphedema and post-surgical recovery. In addition, contact information is provided for 
stores, catalogs and online retailers that carry these clothing items. Although the site is 
written for women, some of the stores listed carry items for men and children. 

http://www.lookgoodfeelbetter.org/
http://www.womenshealth.gov/
http://www.shopwellwithyou.org/
mailto:info@shopwellwithyou.org


AMC Cancer Information and Counseling Line 
www.uccc.info 

Phone:  1-800-525-3777  

  Counselors take calls Monday-Friday, 8:30 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. (MST).  

This counseling line is staffed by trained professional counselors who can talk to you 
about your concerns. In addition, they provide medical information, resource referrals 
and emotional support through short-term counseling at no charge. Services are available 
to survivors, caregivers, family members, or anyone with questions about cancer.  This 
service is operated by the AMC Cancer Research Center, affiliated with the University of 
Colorado Cancer Center. The Web site has additional information about a variety of 
cancer topics, as well as links to other cancer sites. 

LIVESTRONG Navigation Services 
www.LIVESTRONG.org/Get-Help 

Online:  Complete an intake form through the LIVESTRONG website. 

Phone:  1.855.220.7777 (English and Spanish) 

  
Navigators are available for calls Monday through Friday, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. 
(Central Time). Voicemail is available after hours.  

 
LIVESTRONG offers assistance to anyone affected by cancer, including the person 
diagnosed, loved ones, caregivers and friends. The program provides information about 
fertility risks and preservation options, treatment choices, health literacy and matching to 
clinical trials. Emotional support services, peer-to-peer matching and assistance with 
financial, employment and insurance issues are also available. To provide these services, 
LIVESTRONG has partnered with several organizations including Imerman Angels, 
Navigate Cancer Foundation, Patient Advocate Foundation and EmergingMed.  

 American Cancer Society 
www.cancer.org 

Email:  Questions can be submitted in English or Spanish from the "Contact Us" page.  

Phone:  1-800-ACS-2345 (1-800-227-2345)  

  TTY for deaf or hard of hearing callers: 1-866-228-4327  

  
English-speaking information specialists are available 24 hours a day. Spanish-
speaking information specialists are available Monday-Friday, 6:30 a.m. to 7:00 
p.m. (CST). You can leave a message in English or Spanish 24 hours a day.  

The American Cancer Society Web site contains information about many of the 
challenges of cancer and survivorship. You can search for information by cancer type or 
by topic. ACS provides a list of support groups in your area, or you can join online 
groups and message boards. Some information on the Web site is available in Spanish, 
Chinese, Korean and Vietnamese. Information specialists can answer questions 24 hours 
a day by phone or email. 

http://www.uccc.info/
http://www.livestrong.org/Get-Help
http://www.cancer.org/


Facing the Mirror with Cancer: A guide to using makeup to make a difference 
www.facingthemirror.org 

Author:  Lori Ovitz with Joanne Kabak  

Publication:  Belle Press, 2004  

Email:  julie@facingthemirror.org  

Phone:  312-214-3545  

This book provides step-by-step instructions and color photos to show how survivors can 
use skin care, makeup and grooming techniques to minimize changes to their appearance 
during treatment. Sections on skin and nail care are appropriate for men as well as 
women, and special tips for teenagers are included. The authors are donating half of their 
profits from the book to cancer research and related causes. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reprinted with permission by LIVESTRONG, 2011. All rights reserved. LIVESTRONG 
is a registered trademark of the Lance Armstrong Foundation. www.LIVESTRONG.org 
offers free online information, tools, and support services for people affected by cancer 
and for professionals who provide cancer support. 
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