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Emotions facing pancreatic cancer1
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According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), which defines health as a “state 
of complete physical, mental and social well-being”, and in line with PCE previous 
publications highlighting the importance of physical activity and nutrition, emotions  
also play an essential role in our well-being and quality of life.
Pancreatic Cancer Europe (PCE) raises awareness on the urgent need to integrate 
emotional support into pancreatic cancer care and to address the unmet needs of patients 
and caregivers across Europe.
When you are diagnosed with cancer, it can be very common for you to experience many 
different emotions, some of which you may find difficult to cope with. This document 
could give you some hints on how to cope with them.

https://pancreaticcancereurope.eu/project/emotional-support-and-pancreatic-cancer/
https://pancreaticcancereurope.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/11/emotional-care_bibliography.pdf
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For some, talking to a psychologist or a mental health professional is enough  
to alleviate their symptoms, as these specialists will provide you with tools  
to help you deal with and reduce depression. For others, medication along  
with psychological support may be more appropriate.

Here are the most common symptoms of depression that you should  
be aware of:

 Ɂ you feel depressed or very sad most of the time,
 Ɂ you lose interest in activities that you used to enjoy,
 Ɂ crying most of the time 
 Ɂ changes in weight or appetite,
 Ɂ sleep problems or too much sleep,
 Ɂ feeling restless or slowed down,
 Ɂ tiredness or lack of energy,
 Ɂ feeling worthless or guilty,
 Ɂ difficulty concentrating or making decisions,
 Ɂ thoughts of death or suicide

Here are the most common anxiety symptoms to look out for and share  
with your healthcare team so they can help you find the best support.

 Ɂ excessive worry about many things most days,
 Ɂ feeling restless or tense,
 Ɂ getting tired easily,
 Ɂ finding it hard to concentrate,
 Ɂ feeling irritable,
 Ɂ tense muscles,
 Ɂ being scared or feeling persistent fear,
 Ɂ sleep problems, including difficulty falling asleep  

    or staying asleep.
 
Some patients report that despite negative emotions, they also experience  
positive emotions such as calmness and hope.

Remember that everyone has their own experiences. 

Being aware of my emotions

If you are experiencing any emotions, such as sadness, fear, panic or worry,  
and they become persistent, extreme or unstable, it is important that your healthcare team knows  
how you are feeling. Otherwise, this can affect your ability to cope with the disease and treatments,  

and lead to conditions such as depression and anxiety.  

https://pancreaticcancereurope.eu/project/emotional-support-and-pancreatic-cancer/
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3 How to manage my emotions  
during my cancer journey

Coping is the way we adapt to stressful situations, by using our resources 
to cope with demands that exceed our usual capabilities. There are many 
techniques that can give you guidance, develop your resources and help 
you feel more in control. The following one is an example:

Addressing negative thoughts

Objective 
This technique helps you to recognise and change 
automatic negative thoughts that can increase stress 
and anxiety.

Exercise 
▸  Start a diary and write down your negative 
    thoughts that arise during the day. For example:  
    “I feel like I’ll never get better” or “This is too much for me”.

▸  Ask yourself: “Why do I think these thoughts are true?”,  
    “Are they based on facts or feelings?”, “Can I see it differently?”, 
    “What advice would I give to someone in the same situation?”.

▸  Formulate more positive and realistic thoughts, such as “I'm doing 
    my best” or “Support is available”, “I know I’m not alone”,  
    “I can do this”, “Better days will come”, “I am surrounded by love  
    and support”,  “I can face this challenge”, “I am grateful for the love 
    and support I am receiving”,  “I am focusing on the positive”, 
    “I am taking one day at a time”, etc.

▸  Replace your initial negative thoughts with more positive ones. 
    Instead of “I feel like I’ll never get better” you could say:  
    “This is a challenge, but I’ve dealt with difficult situations”.

There are different approaches to help you to deal  
with this disease, and each person copes with it in their 
own way. Below several interventions that have been 
shown to be effective at different stages of the disease:
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Building a support system

The importance of information  
and communication  
with your healthcare team

Remember, support is available along the way.  
If necessary, you can ask for help. There are various ways  
to provide you with the emotional support you need,  
besides the specialised psycho-oncological  
or supportive care at your hospital/centre when available.

Family and friends Support groups Patient organisations
They can help and support you  
on various levels — from 
emotional support, to household 
responsibilities, and more.

Patient organisations play  
a central role in supporting 
and empowering individuals 
affected by cancer. 

They are an important source for 
many reasons because they offer 
valuable sources of information,  
a sense of belonging, and more.

It is important that you speak openly with your doctor  
and other members of the medical team about your needs 
and concerns. Also, make sure to write down all your 
symptoms so that you can share them with your doctor.
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6 Many ways to prevent caregiver burden

If you are a caregiver, prioritising your well-being is essential.  
Whether you are feeling exhausted, overwhelmed, or even  

if you haven’t reach that point yet, these ways to help you face  
the challenges of the caregiver role can be valuable in times of need:

1.  Don’t neglect your well-being,  
    look after your physical and mental health. 

2.  When possible, take breaks, it is important  
    to take time for yourself.

3.  Do what you can.

4.  Delegate tasks if possible.

5.  Ask for help and don’t hesitate to accept  
     assistance when offered.

6.  Establish boundaries.

7.  Seek help from a psychologist or a counsellor.

8.  Seek support from friends, family or support groups.

9.  Share your feelings with the doctor or the healthcare 
     team and with your loved ones.

10.  Learn about caregiving roles and how to provide  
     care effectively.

11.  Search for community supportive resources  
    in your area, they are available to help you.

Caregivers of patients with cancer play a central role in providing care  
or assistance in the short and long term. In light of these, caregivers  
also experience considerable unmet emotional needs, especially  
when the prognosis is poor at the time of diagnosis, and when the 
caregiving role is prolonged.

When the demands of the caregiving role exceed their emotional 
capacity, caregivers may experience a sense of burden.  
Often, caregivers experience the same or even more distress,  
such as anxiety and depression, and higher levels of emotional  
stress than the patients they are assisting.
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