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The impact of lymphoma on relationships

Whether you or someone you love is diagnosed with lymphoma, it is likely to affect
your relationships in various ways. Although all relationships are unique, we outline
some changes and challenges that are widely experienced. We also have information
about the emotionalimpact of lymphoma, and tips to help you communicate
effectively with the peoplearound youif you, or someone you care for, is diagnosed
with lymphoma.
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We have separate information about the topics in bold font.Please get in touch if
you'd like to request copies or if you would like further information about any aspect
of lymphoma. Phone 0808 808 5555 or email information@lymphoma-action.org.uk.

Changes and challenges within relationships

Whether you are the person with lymphoma, oryou are supporting someone
through, or caring for someone who haslymphoma, there are likely to be some
changes and challenges within your relationships. These could be short or long-term,
and it can take time to adjust to them.
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You might experience changes in relationships with friends, colleagues or
acquaintances. Likewise, if someone you work with is affected by lymphoma, you
might feel unsure about how to deal with this and what to say to them. If you or your
partnerare diagnosed with lymphoma, it's very likely that there'll be animpact on
this relationship too. For example, you might need to make some temporary changes
to who does what in terms of household tasks. It can take some time to adjust and
adapt to the ‘new normal’.

Very often, at the centre of tensions and relationship difficulties is a misalignment
(‘mis-match’) of feelings and expectations. Misunderstandings can arise and lead to
hurt feelings.

Although it can take time and patience, many people adjust well to changes in their
lives. Some describe a greater sense of connection in some of their relationships.

What can help with challenges in relationships?

In general, effective communication can greatly benefit relationships. Research
suggests that people tend to cope better with change if they are supported by strong
relationships.

Mental Health Foundation produce information about healthy relationships. They
also have a summary reportonrelationshipsin the 21°* century. This outlines how
relationships can benefit emotional wellbeing and sets out key steps to improving
relationships:

e Time:set aside time to connect with friends and family

e Presence: be fully ‘with’ the person or people you're with, rather than trying to
multitask or thinking about what you've just done or are going to do later.

e Listen: focus on the person you're talking to and really pay attention to what
they're saying.

o Belistened to:talk with honesty and let yourself be listened to.

o Recognise healthy and unhealthy relationships: choose to spend time with
the people who have a positive impact on your mental wellbeing, and limit the
time you spend with the people who have a negative impact on how you feel.

Thinkaboutyourlifeis a website that offers free, downloadable ‘thinking tools’to
help you live well. This includes a relationships map anda communication chart.
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If you are the person with lymphoma

We often hear that people feel others don't really understand that they're unwell if
they look well. This can bring a range of feelings, including frustration, a sense of
isolation and of being unsupported.

You might have a sense that others expect you to get back to ‘normal’ soon after
treatment. This can feel insensitive and frustrating. You might feel as if they have no
idea what you are going through.

Some people feel that friendsand acquaintances seem to avoid conversation,
possibly because they worry about upsetting them. It might feel difficult knowing
how to deal with work and colleagues, for example, if you need to take time out or
change your hours or responsibilities. It might help to reassure people not to worry
about saying ‘the wrong thing'. Let them know that you're still you and encourage
them to be as natural as possible with you.

Some people tell us that it's a challenge to deal with others’ responses to their
situation - for example, it can be hard to have to go over your diagnosis and to
explain what certain medical words mean. Many people don’t know much about
lymphoma before they, or someone they know, is diagnosed.

It can be difficult to manage others’ emotions and questionsabout lymphoma.For
example, friends and family might worry if your medical team has recommended
active monitoring(‘watchand wait’), where you don't start treatment straightaway.
They might think that this will have a negative impact on your outcome, even though
this is not what the evidence suggests. You might find it helpful to signpost them to
our booksand information.Youcould also let them know that our helpline services
are also available to help support them.

We often hear that friends and family find it difficult to
understandactive monitoring (watch and wait), where you don't
start treatment straightaway. We've got information to help
explain thisapproach,and we're hereto help you to make sense of
thingsyou don’t start treatment straightaway. We've got
informationto help explain thisapproach,and we're hereto help
you to make sense of things.

Sharon, Lymphoma Action Helpline Services team member
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If someone close to you has lymphoma

If you are caring forsomeone who haslymphoma, you might feel that others don't
understand the range of possible challenges it can bring. For example, those around
you might not grasp the emotionalimpact of the diagnosis on you. This could include
the person who has lymphoma, particularly if you are trying to protect them from
your feelings or to present a ‘positive’ and optimistic outlook. Lymphoma can be
especially impactful on partner/spouse relationships, presenting various challenges
as you both adjust to living with and beyond lymphoma.

If you work, you might have changed your working hours to help you care for the
person. Colleagues might not realise the level of support you provide and how much
energy this can take. Think about what you're comfortable with others knowing and
what you might say to the people you work with. Consider talking to your HR
department or line manager for support with this. Remember that we're here foryou
too.

There might be a gap between what you'd like to know about the health of the person
you care for and what they're willing to share. This can be stressful and cause tension
within the relationship. Consider possible reasons behind the person’s choice not to
involve you more. For example, they might be trying to keep a sense of their
independence and control, taking time to process information on their own, or
guarding your feelings. Show that you're willing and ready to talk if and when they'd
like to, but accept that there might still be a difference between your wishes and
what they're comfortable with sharing.

Communication can sometimes feel difficult - we've got tips you might like to try in
our separate information on communicating with the people around you.You might
also be interested in our book for family and friends, which provides practical tips
and emotional support.

Page4 of 8
© Lymphoma Action


https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/about-lymphoma-relationships-and-caring/caring-someone-who-has-lymphoma
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/about-lymphoma-living-and-beyond-lymphoma/emotional-impact-living-lymphoma
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/about-lymphoma/living-and-beyond-lymphoma
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/support-you/helpline-services
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/about-lymphoma-relationships-and-caring/communicating-people-around-you
https://lymphoma-action.org.uk/sites/default/files/media/documents/2021-01/When%20someone%20close%20to%20you%20has%20lymphoma%20JAN%202021%20DIGITAL%20%28002%29.pdf

You and your partner

Lymphoma can have a significant impact on a relationship between you and your
partner. For example, there might be changes in terms of everyday tasks, such as who
does the food shopping. You might have different ideas about the best approach. For
example, you might prefer to quietly process information after a hospital
appointment while your partner has lots of questionsto ask your medicalteam and
prefers to find out as much as possible.

If your partner has lymphoma, you might want them to rest as much as possible and
keep their physical activity to a minimum; however, this might clash with their
wishes. If you take on additional tasks, your energy levels might be affected, which
can in turn affect your emotional wellbeing.

If you are the person with lymphoma, you might struggle emotionally and feel
frustrated in taking time out of doing all the things you usually do, even if this is
short-term. You might feel reluctant to ask your partner for help with the things you
ordinarily do.

Such differences can lead to frustration and a sense of distance between you and
your partner. Small changes can build up to be a lot to adjust to, and can affect how
you feel individually, and as a couple. Although it can take some work, it's important
to find ways of communicating effectively.

It's also important to spend time together as a couple, away from thoughts about
lymphoma. You could share a hobby together, go for a meal, or even just a walk,
agreeing that you won't talk about lymphoma during this time.

My wife was affected by non-Hodgkinlymphoma. For usit was
important to understand lymphoma, and to communicate openly.
From a carers’ perspective, | thinkit's vital to understand your own
feelings, aswell asthose of the person who’sbeen diagnosed,and
to offeras much support as possible.

David, whose wife was affected by lymphoma
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Sexual intimacy

Although you might need to take extra precautionsduring and after chemotherapy,
physical intimacy can enhance your wellbeing and build emotional connectedness.
However, sexual difficulties and lack of desire (libido) are common when you have
lymphoma. They can happen for various reasons including changes in body image and
lowered self-confidence, heightened stress, anxiety or feeling fatigued and feeling
generally unwell. Some types of chemotherapy cancause temporary erectile
problems (impotence)in men. Ask your medical team for advice if this affects you.

If your partner has lymphoma, you might worry that sex could harm them. Rest
assured that it is generally safe, although it's best to check with your partner whether
their medical team have told them about any precautions they should take.

Talking about sex

Let your partner know how you're feeling and ask them if they, in turn, could let you
know how they're feeling. Sex and intimacy can feel uncomfortable to talk about but
can become easier once you get started.

You and your partner might find it helpful to talk with the support of a psychosexual
counsellor, a professional who specialises in relationship and sexual difficulties. You
can find out more about psychosexualcounsellingonthe Let'stalkaboutit website.
If you're interested in speaking to a psychosexual counsellor, you could ask your
doctor if they're able to refer you on the NHS.

You might also consider paying for help, for example, through Relate, a charity that
offers couples therapy. You can use online search tools to find a private therapist in
your area through the College of Sexualand Relationship Therapists (COSRT) and
the British Association for Counselling & Psychotherapy (BACP).
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Working with someone who has lymphoma

If you work with someone who's been diagnosed with lymphoma, it can be hard to
know what to say to them. As with most topics, it can become easier to talk once you
start. You could start by saying just that — that you're unsure what to say.

You might like to read some of our basic tips on effective communication.
Our helpline teamis also available if you'd like to talk about how you're feeling or
about any aspect of lymphoma.

If you are the employer of someone with lymphoma, Macmillan Cancer Support offers
a range of information, resources and training to help you support the personat
work.
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Tell us what you think and help us to improve our resources for people affected by
lymphoma. If you have any feedback, please visit lymphoma-action.org.uk/Feedback
or email publications@lymphoma-action.org.uk.
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All our information is available without charge. If you have found it useful and would
like to make a donation to support our work you can do so on our website
lymphoma-action.org.uk/Donate. Our information could not be produced without
support from people like you. Thank you.

Disclaimer

We make every effort to make sure that the information we provide is accurate at
time of publication, but medical research is constantly changing. Our information is
not a substitute for individual medical advice from a trained clinician. If you are
concerned about your health, consult your doctor.

Lymphoma Action cannot accept liability for any loss or damage resulting from any
inaccuracy in this information or third party information we refer to, including that on
third party websites.
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