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 Someone to Lean On

	 									Every	Thursday,	my	husband	asks	me,	“Do	you	have	plans		 	
							with	Joan	and	the	girls	tonight?”	That’s	because	I’m	often	out		
	 														on	the	town	that	evening,	taking	dance	lessons	or	cooking																
						classes,	doing	yoga	or	getting	a	makeover,	attending	a	lecture		
																											or	a	dinner.	It’s	all	part	of	what	I	jokingly	refer	to	as	my														
	 	 										“breast-cancer	social	life.”		

But	no	joke—after	my	diagnosis	in	the	fall	of	2007,	these	Thursday	night	gatherings	
were	often	what	kept	me	going.	¶	When	I	found	out	I	had	breast	cancer,	I	had	the	
love	and	support	of	family	and	friends.	Yet	I	still	felt	alone	and	afraid	in	my	battle	with	
a	disease	that	strikes	more	than	192,000	women	each	year.	Everyone	I	knew	oΩered	
sympathy,	medical	advice,	or	the	phone	number	of	a	friend,	cousin,	or	sister	who	could	
share	her	story.	But	at	that	point,	I	didn’t	want	to	hear	anyone	else’s	story.	I	was	living	
my	own.	¶	Weeks	after	my	surgery,	Joan	Deignan,	a	two-time	breast-cancer	survivor	her-
self	and	coordinator	of	patient	support	services	at	St.	Luke’s	Roosevelt	Hospital’s	Com-
prehensive	Breast	Center	in	New	York	City,	invited	me	to	a	cooking	class.	“Cooking?”	
I	asked.	“That	sounds	fabulous.”	There,	in	the	company	of	a	dozen	welcoming	women,

For millions of women with breast cancer, support groups are a lifeline,  
providing emotional strength, practical information, and lasting friendship. 
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all	of	whom	were	undergoing	or	had	
recently	finished	breast-cancer	treat-
ment,	I	found	what	I	didn’t	even	real-
ize	I	needed:	comfort,	understanding,	
and	a	feeling	of	normalcy	as	a	member	
of	a	club	nobody	asks	to	join.	
After	a	few	Thursday	nights	of		

activities	with	this	unconventional		
support	group,	I	began	to	discover	for	
myself	what	millions	of	breast-cancer	
survivors	know	already.	“Healing	and	
recovery	amount	to	much	more	than	
the	physical	act	of	recuperation	after	
surgery,”	explains	Sharon	Rosenbaum	
Smith,	M.D.,	a	breast	surgeon	at	the	
Comprehensive	Breast	Center.	“That	
makes	support	extremely	important.”
Support	groups	have	long	served	as	

a	place	for	emotional	healing,	a	source	
of	laughter,	sharing,	and	understanding	
that	helps	those	with	breast	cancer	
cope.	What’s	more,	some	evidence	
shows	they	can	even	enhance	women’s	
health	and	outcomes.	And	the	best	
news:	There	are	now	more	options	to	
choose	from	than	ever.

MiND-BoDY BENEfiTs

At	the	first	cooking	class,	as	we	made	
goat-cheese	zucchini	cakes	along		
with	seared	tuna	with	arugula,	our	con-
versations	veered	from	how	to	best	
chop	onions	to	what	to	do	when	your	
hair	falls	out	during	chemotherapy.	
Over	the	months	that	followed,	I	dis-
covered	that	in	this	crowd	I	could	
complain	about	my	fatigue	without	
getting	worried	looks,	ask	questions	of	
those	who	had	answers,	express	fears	
about	the	future	without	hearing	plat-
itudes,	and	feel	at	home	with	others	
who	just	“got”	it.		
“Breast	cancer	is	a	scary	diagno-

sis;	it’s	a	scary	treatment,	but	a	lot	of	
fear	is	fear	of	the	unknown,”	says	
Rosenbaum	Smith.	“Talking	to	some-
one	who’s	been	through	the	same		
situation	can	defuse	some	of	the	fear	
and	anxiety.”	Indeed,	research	shows	
that	support	groups	can	lead	to	greater	
optimism	among	patients;	lower	levels	
of	stress,	anxiety,	and	depression;	and	

an	overall	improvement	in	the	quality	
of	life,	says	Mitch	Golant,	Ph.D.,	se-
nior	vice	president	of	research	at	the	
Wellness	Community,	an	organization	
that	oΩers	free	education	and	support	
to	people	with	cancer.	“There	is	good	
data	that	shows	that	support	groups	
help	those	with	breast	cancer	live	
better	lives,”	says	Golant.
Not	surprisingly,	that	may	translate	

to	better	health	and	longevity.	A	
2008	study	from	the	Stress	and	Immu-
nity	Cancer	Projects	at	Ohio	State	
University	showed	that	breast-cancer	
patients	who	attended	professionally	
led	support	groups	not	only	significant-
ly	improved	psychological	and	behav-
ioral	outcomes	but	also	increased	their	
chance	of	survival	and	decreased	their	
chance	of	recurrence.	
Although	many	women	first	attend	

support	groups	right	after	diagnosis,	
the	need	often	continues	after	the	
bandages	come	oΩ.	“It’s	just	as	impor-
tant	later,	when	you’re	not	under	the	
constant	care	of	your	doctor,”	says	
Rosenbaum	Smith.	“Sometimes	that’s	
when	women	need	it	most.”
For	Rena	Henderson,	now	60,	post-

treatment	support	was	critical.	“When	
I	was	diagnosed,	23	years	ago,	I	felt	
very	isolated.	There	was	no	Internet	
back	then;	nobody	was	talking	much	
about	breast	cancer	and	I	had	little	
access	to	other	women	dealing	with	it,”	
says	the	freelance	copy	editor	from	
Pacific	Grove,	California.	A	year	and	a	
half	after	her	diagnosis,	a	friend	told	
her	about	a	women’s	group	starting	
up.	“It	changed	my	life,”	she	says.	“I	
went	from	living	and	breathing	cancer	
to	living	my	life	again.	That’s	not	to	
say	that	the	fear	just	went	away,	but	
the	work	I	did	in	that	group	caused	
something	in	me	to	shift.”	
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“ support groups help 
those with breast cancer 
live better lives,” says 
Mitch Golant. That may 
translate to better health 
and longevity.
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Breast-cancer	support	groups	are	
not	one	size	fits	all;	consider	your	
personality,	specific	needs,	location,	
and	schedule	when	looking	for	one.	
Depending	on	where	you	live,	you	may	
have	an	array	to	choose	from—tradi-
tional	face-to-face	gatherings	led	by	
professionals	in	a	hospital	setting,		
informal	peer-led	meetings,	social	get-
togethers	such	as	the	one	at	my	breast	
center,	and	online	support	groups.
Internet-based	support	can	be	a	

good	option	for	those	who	live	in	
small	towns	or	are	too	ill	to	travel,	says	
Golant.	Evidence	suggests	they	can	
be	as	eΩective	as	in-person	groups.	A	
2003	study	published	in	the	journal	
Cancer	showed	that	breast-cancer	pa-
tients	who	took	part	in	real-time,	
professionally	led	online	support	
groups	experienced	less	depression,	a	
reduced	reaction	to	pain,	a	greater	
zest	for	life,	and	enhanced	spirituality	
than	those	who	didn’t	participate.	
Mel	Majoros,	40,	a	radio	producer	

in	Petoskey,	Michigan,	chose	to	seek	
support	in	cyberspace	because	“you	
can	be	much	more	anonymous	online,”	
she	says.	“I	live	in	a	small	town,	and	
people	talk.”	So	every	Monday	night	
from	eight	o’clock	to	nine-thirty	she	
logs	onto	an	online	support	group	orga-
nized	by	the	Wellness	Community—
and	she	participates	in	breast-cancer	
message	boards	at	other	times.
“When	I	have	questions	or	am		

having	a	hard	time	dealing	with	the	
survivorship	aspect	of	cancer,	it’s		
not	always	Monday	at	eight,”	explains	
Majoros.	“But	I	know	I	can	always	go	
to	a	chat	room	or	e-mail	a	survivor	in	
my	online	support	group	or	blog	net-
work	and	we	can	talk.”	
A	number	of	national	groups	address	

specific	scenarios,	like	those	with	the	
BRCA	gene	mutation	(facingourrisk	
.org),	pregnant	women	with	cancer	
(pregnantwithcancer.org),	or	African-
American	women	with	breast	cancer	
(sistersnetworkinc.org).	Locally	or	on-
line,	you	can	find	groups	for	women	

who’ve	been	recently	diagnosed,	those	
going	through	treatment,	longer-
term	survivors,	or	women	with	recur-
rences	or	metastases.
Age-specific	groups	appeal	to	many	

women,	too.	When	she	was	diagnosed	
a	year	ago,	MaryJo	Hayden,	who’s	46,	
joined	a	group	of	young	survivors	that	
meets	once	a	month	on	Thursday	
evenings.	“We	sit	and	talk	about	our	
day,	breast	cancer,	men,	s-e-x	(or	lack	
thereof),	kids,	and	any	upcoming	
community	events,”	she	says.	They’ve	
become	such	good	friends	that	they	
often	meet	for	lunch	and	dinner,	“and	
the	conversation	is	less	about	cancer.”
Indeed,	though	illness	is	the	com-

mon	ground	in	breast-cancer	support	
groups,	shared	understanding	often	
lets	you	forget	about	your	diagnosis—
at	least	for	a	little	while.	And	it’s	those	
experiences	that	may	provide	the	
greatest	healing	of	all.	

bethany kandel is a freelance writer who 
lives in New York City.

Many of the following organizations 
have active online communities 
with message boards, chat rooms, 
and facilitated groups.

+  american Cancer society:  
cancer.org, 800-aCs-2345

+  Breastcancer.org 

+  Breast Cancer  
network of strength:  
networkofstrength.org,  
24-hour hotline: 800-221-2141 
(English), 800-986-9505 (spanish)

+  Breast Cancer support:  
bcsupport.org

+  Gilda’s Club:   
gildasclub.org, 888-GilDa-4-u

+  living Beyond Breast Cancer: 
lbbc.org, 888-753-5222 

+  susan G. Komen for the Cure:  
komen.org, 877-Go-KoMEn

+  the Wellness Community:  
thewellnesscommunity.org,  
888-793-WEll

get support
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