
I–MAY–NOT–HAVE– 
ALL–THE–ANSWERS– 
BUT–AT–LEAST–I–HAVE–
THE–QUESTIONS– 
TO–GET–THE–PROPER

care



Hi

 ,



Being diagnosed with breast cancer is tough 
at any age but being diagnosed when you’re 
young makes it even more complicated. We 
won’t tell you we know how you feel. But we 
will say you’re allowed to be sad, scared or 
even angry. 
 
As a young woman with breast cancer, you 
may be facing challenges such as a diagnosis 
during pregnancy, the effects of treatment  
on fertility, risk of menopausal symptoms or 
osteoporosis, a metastatic diagnosis or fear  
of progression or feelings of isolation. You may 
have questions about sexuality, childcare, 
relationships, dating, employment or finances. 
Your healthcare team should address all of 
these topics with you, but we know sometimes 
your needs get missed. That’s why we’ve 
created these Care Priorities and are working 
to get them to every young woman diagnosed 
with breast cancer. 
 
Use this book to help you and your loved ones 
navigate your diagnosis and treatment at any 
stage, and ensure that your unique needs are 

addressed in a timely manner. Write down  
any questions that you have, keep notes and 
important contact information, and share  
this information with your friends and family 
so they can help you get access to the 
resources you need. 
 
We know treatment is no easy feat, and  
it’s not one-size-fits-all. But we believe that 
knowledge is power, and the only way you  
can properly advocate for yourself is to be 
informed. And just remember: you are not 
alone. There are a lot of people who really 
Give-A-Care about you, including us. So we’re 
here to help you get the care you really need.

SINCERELY,

MJ DECOTEAU

FOUNDER + EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR  

OF RETHINK BREAST CANCER



If you are a  
young woman  

with breast cancer  
and are looking  

for support,  
resources  

or community,  
please get in touch  

with us at  
SUPPORT@RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM 

or visit us at  
RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM



As a Young  
Woman  

with Breast  
Cancer, 

You Should…
FOR MORE IN-DEPTH INFORMATION ON THE 

FOLLOWING CARE PRIORITIES, PLEASE VISIT 

RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM/CAREPRIORITIES



RECEIVE TREATMENT  
AND CARE TAILORED  
TO YOU

You should receive 
treatment and care  
from healthcare 
professionals who are 
sensitive to the unique 
needs and concerns  
that you may face as  
a younger woman  
with breast cancer,  
no matter what type  
or stage.

  Ask your doctors and nurses if they’ve 
ever treated a young woman with breast 
cancer before—just to get a handle on 
the situation. 

  You can share a copy of Rethink Breast 
Cancer’s Care Priorities if they are not 
already aware of it.

   Oncology nurses can be very helpful  
to connect you with resources and 
manage side effects. Some hospitals 
even have nurse navigators who help 
patients find their way through the 
system by making sure you know what’s 
happening next, telling you when and 
where you need to be, and connecting 
you with other professional and 
community resources. 



BE ASKED ABOUT 
BREAST CANCER  
IN YOUR FAMILY

You should have as  
full a family history 
taken as soon as possible 
with respect to cancer 
risk. If appropriate,  
you should be sent for 
genetic testing and 
referred to a specialist 
for counselling.



  Most breast cancer cases occur by 
chance, but some people are at higher 
risk because of their genetic makeup. 

  Approximately 10% of breast cancer is 
hereditary, and when it is, treatment may 
be available that can help reduce the  
risk of recurrence and of other cancers. 

  Hereditary breast cancer may also 
affect family members and the choices 
they make for further testing and 
reducing their own risk.



BE INFORMED ABOUT 
POTENTIAL CHANGES 
TO YOUR SEXUAL  
AND MENTAL HEALTH

You should be told about 
the risk of menstrual 
irregularity or early 
menopause as a result  
of some treatments, as 
well as potential impact 
on bone, sexual and 
mental health, body 
weight and image.

Where appropriate, you 
should be given support 
and resources on coping 
with the physical and 
emotional impact of an 
early menopause or the 
menopausal side effects  
of treatment. 



  Knowledge is power—but when and  
how people absorb information is  
unique and up to you. Our research  
has shown that when a young woman  
is well prepared for what is about to 
unfold, she copes better.  

  Ask your healthcare team to share 
a full list of side effects at each stage  
of treatment and to advise you on  
the best ways to manage them.

  For more information,  
check out Rethink Breast Cancer’s  
Live Laugh Learn video series at  
RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM/LIVELAUGHLEARN  
It offers practical tips on these issues  
and advice from other young women  
who have been through this before. 



You should be given  
a full explanation about  
the possible impact of 
treatment on fertility, 
including support and 
resources for contraception 
and pregnancy after 
treatment. If appropriate, 
receive options for 
preserving fertility.

BE INFORMED ABOUT  
EFFECTS ON YOUR 
FERTILITY AND RECEIVE 
SPECIAL CARE IF YOU'RE 
PREGNANT OR A NEW MOM

Similarly, be offered 
specialized counselling  
if you are diagnosed 
during pregnancy or 
within a year of giving 
birth to help you cope.

If you have to be treated 
with chemotherapy during 
pregnancy, you should have 
access to a specialist with 
experience in this area.



  Whether you have a partner or not, breast 
cancer clinics should be able to promptly 
refer women to a fertility specialist.

    Being assertive or enlisting a friend or family 
member to help you advocate for yourself  
in early healthcare meetings can ensure 
referrals are made and all of your options  
are considered before treatment or surgery.

  Ask the fertility specialist about the chances 
of success from fertility treatment as well  
as the possible impact of delaying treatment.

  Parenting a newborn can feel overwhelming—
especially with the added burden of 
treatment. Therapeutic and social support 
is helpful to get through this difficult time. 

  A mastectomy and/or surgical treatments 
impact breastfeeding. If this is important  
to you, contact a lactation consultant to 
explore options.



BE OFFERED 
RESOURCES FOR YOUR 
CHILDREN AND FAMILY

If you have kids, you 
should be informed 
about community-based 
resources to help you 
with childcare during 
your treatment and 
recovery, as well as 
domestic services and 
support resources to 
help other family 
members cope.

  A breast cancer diagnosis when you have 
small kids can cause a lot of stress for 
parents. Ask your hospital for available 
psychosocial services to support you and 
your family.

  Our expert advisors recommend keeping 
kids’ routines similar to before your 
diagnosis, which may involve asking 
friends and family for help. Most people are 
happy to help out—they just need to know 
how. Meal preparation, childcare, and help 
with driving or household chores are some 
of the things you could ask for help with.

  Check out Rethink Breast Cancer’s 
resources for talking to children about 
cancer and explaining changes in your 
family and home at RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM/



BE GIVEN THE 
OPPORTUNITY TO  
TALK TO SOMEONE

You should have the 
opportunity to discuss 
some of the complex  
life decisions you may  
be facing in a supportive 
environment with a 
skilled counsellor or 
therapist, especially  
if you are having 
difficulty coping with 
making major life 
decisions sooner  
than you expected.



  It’s important to have professional 
support to help you cope with your 
diagnosis and maintain the best  
quality of life.

  Professional support comes in many 
different forms. Many hospitals have 
counsellors who specialize in helping 
people with cancer onsite, and there  
are psychosocial programs available  
to accommodate different needs  
and personalities.

  If you’re feeling overwhelmed, tell your 
oncology nurse or nurse navigator that 
you would like to speak to one of the 
staff psychologists or social workers.   



BE INFORMED  
ABOUT YOUR  
OPTIONS FOR BREAST 
RECONSTRUCTION 

You should be fully 
informed about breast 
reconstruction options, 
including the option  
to opt out altogether. 
You should also be told 
about the possible risks 
and the reality of the 
look and feel of 
reconstructed breasts.

  There are many different types of 
reconstruction. It is important to consult 
with a surgeon to determine the right  
choice for you.

  The timing of reconstruction depends  
on your personal treatment plan. Some 
women are able to start the process right 
away, and others need to wait until after 
treatment ends. Either way, it’s important  
to start the conversation early.

  Some women choose to not have 
reconstruction and use a prosthesis.  
Some don’t use anything at all. Choose 
what feels right for you.

  If you have questions about reconstruction, 

a great place to start is: CANCER.CA/BRA-DAY



BE OFFERED 
RESOURCES FOR 
FINANCIAL SUPPORT

You should be asked  
if you need a referral  
to discuss the financial 
impact of your diagnosis. 
Topics might include 
employment rights, 
benefit plans, coping 
with a loss of income, 
and the effects on 
mortgage and insurance. 



  Young women, in particular, may find  
a cancer diagnosis to be a very difficult 
disruption to their careers. Speak to  
a financial counsellor and know your 
employment rights before going to your 
company’s HR department about all  
of your options for cutting back or 
pausing work.

  If possible, consult a financial planner  
to create a strategy for the costs 
associated with cancer care.

  There are programs and services 
available to you if you are in need  
of financial assistance. For more 
information, check out: 

RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM/ 

FINANCIAL-RESOURCES



BE OFFERED 
SPECIALIZED 
SUPPORTIVE CARE 
SERVICES WITH A 
METASTATIC BREAST 
CANCER DIAGNOSIS 

You should be offered 
access to supportive  
care services through 
palliative care at the  
time of your metastatic 
diagnosis. Services 
include nutrition, pain 
management, physical 
and occupational therapy, 
and psychosocial support. 



  Palliative care is not just end-of-life 
care. It is a holistic approach to address 
physical, psychosocial, and religious 
and spiritual beliefs. It responds to the 
needs of patients and their families  
as a person’s condition progresses. 

  Palliative care can help improve the 
quality of life for people of all ages  
with metastatic cancer by relieving 
symptoms, enabling a peaceful and 
dignified death, and providing support 
to patients and families through 
metastatic treatment, end of life and 
bereavement.

  Evidence shows that early palliative 
care results in fewer hospital 
emergency room visits and aggressive 
treatment at the end of life.



KNOW YOU’RE  
NOT ALONE

You should have the 
opportunity to be 
connected with other 
young women who have 
been diagnosed with 
breast cancer and be 
told about long-term 
sources of support.

  Many younger women with breast 
cancer feel isolated and alone. 
Breast cancer is rare under 40, so 
you may not meet another younger 
woman with breast cancer at the 
hospital. You may also feel different 
from friends and women your own 
age. Talking to someone who has  
had a similar experience can be  
very helpful. 

  If you’d like to connect with  
other young women with breast 
cancer, please join Rethink  
Young Women’s Network at  
RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM/RYWN



Your  
New  

Normal



BEYOND YOUR BREAST CANCER 
TREATMENT, YOU MAY FIND THAT  
IT’S A STRUGGLE TO ADJUST TO  
YOUR “NEW NORMAL.” YOUR FRIENDS 
AND FAMILY MIGHT EXPECT YOU TO 
BOUNCE BACK, NOT REALIZING  
THE PHYSICAL AND EMOTIONAL  
TOLL THAT GOING THROUGH CANCER 
CONTINUES TO HAVE ON YOU, LONG 
AFTER YOU’VE HAD THAT LAST 
TREATMENT OR SURGERY. FOR THOSE 
WITH METASTATIC CANCER, ONGOING 
TREATMENT MAY BE PART OF THIS 
“NEW NORMAL.” IF YOU’RE HAVING 
TROUBLE COPING WITH MOVING 
FORWARD, HERE ARE SOME TIPS  
TO HELP YOU. 



You might feel pressure to return  
to work and jump right in to your life 
because you feel people expect you  
to get back to it now that you’re 
“finished.” Take it slow and don’t be 
afraid to ask for medical approval to 
take some extra time off. When you do 
return to work or regular activities, 
find out if it’s possible to start with 
part-time hours or a gradual return-
to-work plan. This will help you ease 
back into your routine without 
exhausting yourself.

1. Don’t 
Rush



Talking about how you’re feeling  
can help you move forward. Whether 
it’s a support group or a therapist, 
don’t be afraid to seek out help as  
you work your way through the next 
stage of life. If you’re looking to 
connect with other young women  
who understand your experience, 
register for the Rethink Young 
Women’s Network and join our  
private Facebook group:
 RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM/RYWN

2. Find 
Support



Unfortunately, some side effects from 
treatment have a tendency to linger.  
If you will be on hormone therapy 
such as Tamoxifen for several years, 
you might have some long-term  
side effects such as bone pain or  
hot flashes. 

Side effects like these may cause 
stress and discomfort. Talk to your 
doctor about solutions to deal with 
ongoing side effects and make sure  
to communicate your concerns, even  
if your treatment has finished or 
changes. Don’t be afraid to speak up.

3. Listen to 
Your Body 



A cancer diagnosis can mean living  
with anxiety. You may be overwhelmed 
with fears of recurrence. Or if you’re  
living with metastatic breast cancer,  
fears of progression. Finding healthy  
ways to reduce stress can help you  
cope, such as journaling, exercise and 
meditation. There are also psychosocial 
programs specifically for young cancer 
patients, including those living with 
metastatic disease. If your anxiety is 
interfering with your daily life, talk to  
your doctor. 

4. Manage 
Your Anxiety



FOR MORE ON THESE GUIDELINES,  
FURTHER EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES, AND TO 
LEARN ABOUT OUR SUPPORT GROUPS, VISIT 

RETHINKBREASTCANCER.COM




