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WELCOME
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Welcome, thank you for being here early on a Saturday. Ally and I are honored to talk today about maintaining community and connections during the holidays after a cancer diagnosis. We'll discuss the challenges and opportunities a cancer diagnosis brings to the winter season and offer you strategies to determine what serves you best this year and hope that it will help you make this season meaningful.
Before we get started we want you to know that this presentation is a combination of evidenced based counseling techniques and wisdom shared with us by patients who have lived this experience. Ally and I are not cancer survivors but we've been working with people experiencing cancer for a combined 12 years.
Secondly, I'm working through a health challenge right now, which leads me to have word finding difficulty at times. So, if you see me pausing, please know the gears are turning, my processing time is a little slower than typical. 

Ally
As we move into the holiday season, I want to acknowledge something that many of you may already know deeply: the holidays can feel very different after a cancer diagnosis. Traditions that once felt effortless may now feel heavier, or require more planning, more energy, or simply more space. Cooking, cleaning, conversations, and simply getting up in the morning may all seem like simple tasks, but for many people struggling with physical and mental health, life has changed drastically. When a person’s role in a family holiday tradition must change due to the effects of cancer, everyone who shares in that tradition can feel grief. "These changes are concrete reminders of the life that a person wishes to live and is unable to live, at least at present,

And that shift is can feel really hard— considering what you are experienced or have experienced, it makes complete sense. Part of caring for yourself during this time is allowing expectations to change, giving yourself permission to approach the season in a way that feels right for you now. 



EMBRACING CHANGE

Take some time to consider what feels right this year and try 
to give yourself permission to imagine something different, 
even for just this year. 

Keeping the same traditions with tweaks to respect 
changes you've experienced.

Shorter visits, taking breaks during events to recharge or rest, 
reducing the amount of people

Start new traditions to spend more time with loved ones or 
experience something new.

Some of what you've done before plus some new experiences

Completely 'remodeling' your holiday practices
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Some of you may be wanting to do things differently this year but wondering how to make changes. 

First, consider the logistics of the season and think about whether past events make sense this year 
Consider your limits- physical, emotional and spiritual
How far am I willing and able to travel?
Are new eating and rest practices compatible with big gatherings?
What types of gatherings or activities feel right- bright big and loud, quiet and intimate, a mix, neither? 
Do I have the energy to decorate, and or host?
Would it be nice to be nurtured or cared for this year instead of being the caregiver?
Second, prepare to communicate your preferences to your family and friends.



TOOLS 
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BILL OF 
ASSERTIVE

RIGHTS


You have the right to offer no reasons or 
excuses for justifying your behavior.
You have the right to change your mind.
You have the right to say, “I don’t know.”

YOU HAVE THE RIGHT TO SAY NO, 
WITHOUT FEELING GUILTY”
― Manuel J. Smith, When I Say No, I Feel 
Guilty: How to Cope - Using the Skills of 
Systematic Assertive Therapy
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https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1085484
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1085484
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1085484


TIPS FOR 
ASSERTIVENESS

Use "I" statements

Be concise, resist the urge to apologize or over explain. 
You don't need to give reasons why you're prioritizing your 
own health and wellbeing.

If applicable, include acknowledgement of the person's 
efforts while describing your needs.

Examples: 

"Thank you for the invitation, I always enjoy your 
gatherings, but this year we're spending more time at 
home. I hope you have a great time."

"My needs have changed this year, so I won't be hosting 
a dinner, but I'd still like to see you, do you want to meet 
for coffee or a walk?"

"I'm working on a new healthy habit, instead of our 
usual event, would you like to join me for x (activity that's 
meaningful to you)
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Is anybody working on a healthy habit? Tell me when your “x” would be!



FLEXIBLE THINKING: WHAT DO YOU NEED THIS YEAR?

How do you know what you need?

Give yourself permission to consider alternatives 

Check in with yourself, listen to your body, honor your limits

Ask “what do I have the energy for today?”

Your needs may change from day to day

Giving yourself permission for the role you traditionally have taken to shift
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Figuring out what you need during the holidays starts with paying attention to the small signals your body and emotions are giving you. You might notice you’re more tired than usual, or that certain plans feel exciting while others feel draining- those are clues. You might catch yourself dreading something you used to enjoy, which can be a sign you might need a quieter option this year. Sometimes your needs show up in simple ways: wanting more rest, craving company, wanting alone time, or feeling overwhelmed by too many moving parts. Checking in with yourself each morning –asking :what do I have the energy for today?” can help you decide what’s realistic. And your needs can change from day to day, which is completely normal. Listening to your body, honoring your limits, and noticing what brings comfort or relief are the best guides for shaping the holidays in a way that supports you.

One tool that can really help is practicing flexible thinking. Basically, it’s giving yourself permission to change the plan if you need to. Maybe a big gathering feels like too much this year, or maybe you’d rather keep a tradition simple — that’s totally okay. Flexible thinking means letting go of the idea that the holidays have to look a certain way and instead focusing on what feels doable and meaningful in the moment. Your energy might change day to day, and plans might shift. It just means you’re listening to your body and honoring what you need.

Maybe you planned to host but wake up tired. Flexible thinking says it’s okay to switch to a potluck or ask someone else to take the lead. Maybe a long family gathering feels overwhelming-flexible thinking says you can drop in for an hour instead of staying all day. If cooking a big holiday meal isn’t realistic, ordering takeout or asking others to bring dishes could be helpful. Even small things count, like deciding to open presents in the afternoon instead of the morning because you want or need to sleep in. It’s all about letting go of the idea that things “must” look a certain way and choosing what feels right to you in the moment.




SELF CARE: WHAT 
BRINGS YOU 
COMFORT AND RELIEF

• Examples could include:

• Practice gratitude through 
journaling

• Setting boundaries

• Practice mindfulness like 
meditation apps and breathing 
exercises

• Taking breaks

• Taking a nap

• Connecting with an old friend

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Ally
*Ask (What does self care look like for you? What things have been helpful for you?)

Other ideas:



FINAL TIPS: IT’S 
WHAT YOU MAKE IT

• What you are 
experiencing is real

• How you feel matters

• What you want/need is 
important

• Give yourself grace 
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Some final thoughts include know what you are experiencing is real, how you feel matters, and what you want/need is important. You deserve grace, nonjudgement, and self compassion for what you have navigated and continue to navigate. 



THANK YOU
 WE ARE GRATEFUL YOU’RE HERE

• Tyne Tennyson-Ray, MSW, LICSW

• Ally Sharman, MSW, LICSW

 FHCC Social Work
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Working with patients, survivors, their families just like are the reason we continue to do this work. Thank you for taking your Saturday morning to be with us, and know we are grateful 
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