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Abstract 

Cancer and its treatments, while focused on saving lives, often result in profound physical and 

psychological changes. This report explores the often-overlooked aspects of cancer 

survivorship—body image, sexuality, and fertility. Drawing on patient testimonies and evidence-

based medical guidelines, we examine how weight gain, altered physical appearance, loss of 

sexual desire, menopause, and reproductive challenges can impact survivors. Practical strategies 

and support systems are offered to help patients regain confidence, intimacy, and hope for future 

parenthood. 
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1. Introduction 

Cancer survivors face significant emotional and physical transitions. While much emphasis is 

placed on diagnosis and treatment, fewer conversations address changes in appearance, 

sexuality, and fertility—deeply personal issues that affect identity and relationships. This report 

draws from real patient experiences and clinical knowledge to provide insights into these 

challenges and offer empowering strategies for long-term well-being. 

2. Weight Gain and Physical Appearance After Cancer Treatment 

Contrary to public belief, many cancer patients gain weight due to fluid retention, 

steroids, decreased activity, and increased caloric intake to manage nausea or fatigue. 

Common culprits include chemotherapy drugs like docetaxel and corticosteroids, which 

increase appetite and cause water retention. Additionally, treatments like surgery or 

lymph node removal can lead to lymphedema—persistent swelling due to fluid buildup. 

Patients experiencing weight gain should consult healthcare providers to determine 

whether it’s related to fluid retention, medication, or overeating. If appropriate, diuretics 

may be prescribed. More commonly, weight control can be achieved through smaller 

portions, avoiding high-fat and sugary foods, and engaging in moderate physical activity. 

Daily walking is encouraged, and consultation with a registered dietitian can provide 

personalized guidance. 

3. Body Image and Self-Perception 

Scars, hair loss, weight changes, and the presence of medical devices (e.g., drainage tubes 

or ports) can alter how a person sees themselves. Some individuals feel they no longer 

resemble who they once were. Though these changes may not be permanent, they can 

significantly impact self-confidence. 

Patients are encouraged to use personal strategies such as wearing makeup, changing 

hairstyles, using wigs or scarves, or investing in comfortable and flattering clothing. The 

Look Good Feel Better program offers free resources and classes to support patients 

coping with these changes. Beyond physical appearance, reinforcing one’s identity 

through hobbies, accomplishments, spirituality, and time with loved ones can help re-

establish self-worth. 
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4. Sexual Intimacy and Emotional Closeness 

Cancer treatments can disrupt sexual desire and function due to fatigue, pain, stress, or 

direct hormonal impacts. Many couples experience reduced intimacy, which can strain 

relationships. It’s essential to remember that physical intimacy is more than intercourse. 

Cuddling, holding hands, and spending quality time together foster connection and 

healing. 

Open communication with your partner about concerns, preferences, and expectations is 

critical. Practical tips include choosing a time when energy is higher, adjusting sexual 

positions for comfort, and using approved lubricants. Medical professionals or sex 

therapists can offer further guidance. Organizations like the American Cancer Society 

provide resources and booklets specifically addressing intimacy for cancer survivors. 

5. Menopause and Hormonal Changes 

For women, cancer treatments such as pelvic radiotherapy or certain chemotherapies can 

induce early menopause. This abrupt hormonal change brings symptoms like hot flashes, 

vaginal dryness, mood swings, and insomnia. While some women recover ovarian 

function post-treatment, others face permanent menopause. 

Symptoms vary, but lifestyle interventions—regular sleep, light exercise, and stress 

management—help improve quality of life. Some patients may benefit from hormone 

therapy, though this is not advised for certain cancers. Always consult your healthcare 

provider before starting any form of hormone or herbal supplement. 

6. Managing Hot Flashes 

Hot flashes are common, especially for women undergoing hormonal therapies or 

experiencing treatment-induced menopause. They can interfere with sleep and daily 

function. Triggers include caffeine, alcohol, spicy food, and stress. 

Behavioral strategies include wearing breathable cotton clothing, layering to adapt to 

body temperature, and deep breathing exercises. Medications like venlafaxine, 



Appearance, Intimacy, and Fertility After Cancer Treatment | prepared by AMC Health System and Cancer 

Research division| 2024  

 

5 | P a g e  

Website: AMC.af 
 Organization: Afghan Medical Complex (AMC)  

gabapentin, or paroxetine may also be prescribed. Speak with your doctor before starting 

any regimen. 

7. Vaginal Health and Comfort 

Estrogen loss from treatment can lead to vaginal dryness, tightness, and discomfort 

during intercourse. This may increase the risk of infections and create emotional distress. 

Non-hormonal remedies like vaginal moisturizers (e.g., Replens) and water-based 

lubricants (e.g., K-Y Jelly) are commonly recommended. 

When needed, estrogen-based vaginal creams or rings may be used under medical 

supervision, depending on the cancer type. Women are also encouraged to use vaginal 

dilators post-treatment to maintain elasticity and prevent scarring. 

8. Fertility After Cancer Treatment 

Fertility preservation is a significant concern for young cancer patients. Chemotherapy 

and radiotherapy can impair sperm or egg production. Before treatment begins, patients 

should explore options such as sperm banking (for men) or embryo/egg freezing (for 

women). In vitro fertilization (IVF) and egg/sperm donors are also viable options post-

treatment. 

While IVF is expensive and not always covered by insurance, organizations like Fertile 

Hope and My OncoFertility provide support and financial aid. Fertility preservation 

requires careful timing and coordination with oncology teams. 

9. Erectile Dysfunction in Male Survivors 

Men undergoing pelvic surgery, radiation, or hormone therapy for cancers like prostate 

or colorectal cancer may experience erectile dysfunction (ED). ED can stem from nerve 

damage, reduced testosterone, emotional stress, or fatigue. 

Treatments include oral medications (e.g., Viagra, Cialis), penile injections, vacuum 

erection devices, and surgical implants. Counseling and couple’s therapy also help address 

psychological components. Nerve-sparing surgical techniques and open discussion with a 

urologist are essential parts of planning before and after cancer treatment. 
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10. Conclusion 

Cancer’s impact goes beyond the physical disease—it touches nearly every part of a patient’s 

identity and personal life. By acknowledging the real challenges survivors face in terms of 

appearance, intimacy, and fertility, we pave the way for more compassionate, holistic care. 

Recovery is not just survival; it is the rebuilding of life, confidence, and connection. 
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