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Survivorship and Mental Health: 
Understanding the Psychological Impact of Life 

After Cancer

None of the planners or presenters for this educational activity have relevant financial relationship(s) to disclose with ineligible companies whose primary 
business is producing, marketing, selling, re-selling, or distributing healthcare products used by or on patients.



Learning Objectives

Define

Define oncology 
survivorship and 
describe its 
implications for 
long-term 
psychosocial care

Recognize

Recognize indicators 
for referral to 
mental health 
services

Explain

Explain why 
psychological 
distress may 
increase after active 
treatment ends

Demonstrate

Demonstrate how to 
guide patients in 
locating appropriate 
mental health 
providers



Survivorship

“In cancer, survivorship focuses on the health and well-being of a person with 
cancer from the time of diagnosis until the end of life. This includes the physical, 
mental, emotional, social, and financial effects of cancer that begin at diagnosis 
and continue through treatment and beyond. The survivorship experience also 
includes issues related to follow-up care (including regular health and wellness 
checkups), late effects of treatment, cancer recurrence, second cancers, and quality 
of life. Family members, friends, and caregivers are also considered part of the 
survivorship experience.”

Source: National Cancer Institute



Common Mental Health Experiences In Survivorship

• Anxiety (including fear of recurrence and scan anxiety)
• Depression
• Chronic Stress
• Existential Distress
• Trauma responses (including medical trauma and hypervigilance)
• Identity disruption
• Relationship strain

Approximately 1 in 3 cancer survivors experience clinically significant psychological 
distress. Emotional recovery does not always align with physical recovery.



Why Does Distress 
Often Increase After 
Treatment? 

Reduced medical contact

Loss of structured support

Increased uncertainty

Pressure to feel “grateful” or “back to normal”

Delayed emotional processing

Feeling less supported once treatment ends 



Fear of Recurrence

SCAN ANXIETY HYPERVIGILANCE TO 
PHYSICAL SYMPTOMS

CATASTROPHIC 
THINKING

AVOIDANCE OF 
FOLLOW-UP CARE

Fear of recurrence is one of the most persistent psychological 
challenges in survivorship.



Identity and Role Changes

• “Who am I now?”
• Body image changes
• Sexual health and intimacy changes
• Career disruption
• Shifts in family roles

Survivorship often involves redefining identity, not returning to a 
previous one.



Survivor Guilt

Survivor guilt is distress experienced when someone survives an illness 
while others do not, or when others have more severe outcomes.

Common thoughts:
    “Why did I survive?”
    “I don’t deserve to feel upset.”
    “Others had it worse.”
    “Why don’t I feel more relieved now that treatment is over?”



Clinical Considerations for Survivor Guilt

• Acknowledge survivor guilt as a common and understandable part of 
grief

• Recognize that it often occurs alongside grief and trauma
• Listen for unhelpful thinking patterns (“It should have been me”)
• Gently explore beliefs about responsibility and control
• Help individuals make sense of their experience in a meaningful way
• Encourage connection with others to reduce isolation



When to Refer to Mental Health Support

More Visible Signs

• Persistent sadness, anxiety, or 
irritability

• Withdrawal from friends, family, 
or activities they once enjoyed

• Changes in sleep, appetite, or 
energy

• Difficulty concentrating or 
feeling overwhelmed by 
medical follow-ups

Less Visible Signs

• Minimizing struggles or feeling 
they “should just be grateful” to 
be alive

• Staying excessively busy or 
overworking to avoid thinking 
about their experience

• Avoiding conversations about 
cancer or survivorship

• Feeling emotionally numb, 
disconnected, or uncertain 
about their identity or future

Remember: Mental health care should be integrated, not reserved for crisis.



Types of Mental Health Support 

Individual Counseling

Support Groups

Psychiatry

Spiritual Care

Community Resources



How to Find a Mental Health Provider

• Internal Referral to Clinic Staff
• Social Work, Psychiatry, Mental Health Therapists, etc.

• Online Directories
• Psychology Today
• TherapyDen
• GoodTherapy
• Therapy Finder

• Insurance Company Provider Directories
• Public Treatment Locators

• SAMHSA
• State or County Behavioral Health Websites



How to Use Online Directories

1. Search
• Enter your city or ZIP code
• Click search



How to Use Online Directories

2. Filter Results
• Insurance, concerns, age 

group
• Preferences (gender, 

approach, telehealth/in-
person)



How to Use Online Directories

3. Review Profiles
• Read bios and specialties
• Check fees, insurance, and 

availability
4. Choose & Reach Out

• Contact for availability or 
consultation

Name Phone Number

Phone Number

Phone Number

Name

Name



What to Look for in a Mental Health Provider

Experience 
with oncology 

or chronic 
illness

Insurance 
compatibility

Availability 
(schedule, in-

person vs 
telehealth)

A sense of 
relational fit



Key Takeaways

Emotional impact often outlasts medical treatment.

Survivor guilt is common and treatable.

Mental health care should be integrated into survivorship.

Accessible tools can reduce barriers to care.

Survivorship is not just about living longer but living well.
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