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Impact of Cancer on Your Sexual Relationship
It may come as a surprise, but cancer can have a significant impact on your sexual and intimate relationship with your partner. These changes may happen at the time of diagnosis, during treatment, or long after treatment has ended.
It can be helpful to reflect on the role intimacy and sex played in your relationship before cancer, and how that role may have changed since.
Cancer places pressure on many aspects of a relationship, particularly intimacy. These challenges are not always spoken about, yet they are very common. Cancer affects both sexual desire and sexual function, and because it impacts both partners, it is often described as a relationship disease.
Gynaecological cancers, including ovarian cancer, can have long-lasting effects on sexual health for both patients and their partners. Physical changes caused by treatment may affect how your partner sees herself. She may feel less attractive or desirable, even if you do not feel that way. These feelings can sometimes create emotional or physical distance between partners.
Why Does Sexual Dysfunction Happen?
Sexual difficulties after cancer often have both physical and psychological causes.
Cancer treatments—especially those involving the reproductive organs—can directly affect sexual function and desire. Treatments such as chemotherapy and radiotherapy may cause:
· Pain
· Fatigue
· Nausea or vomiting
· Constipation
· Vaginal dryness
· Reduced libido
All of these symptoms can make intimacy more difficult.
The World Health Organization reports that over 90% of women with gynaecological cancer will experience some form of psychosexual difficulty at some point. These may include vaginal dryness, pain with penetrative sex, or low sexual desire.
Cancer can also cause visible physical changes such as weight gain or loss, surgical scars, hair loss, and early menopause. These changes can affect body image and confidence. In addition, feelings of sadness, anxiety, or depression are common during and after treatment and can further reduce sexual desire.







What Can You Do?
Every intimate relationship is unique—there is no “right” way to reconnect. Try not to compare yourself to others. Intimacy can take many forms, and maintaining emotional connection is just as important as physical intimacy.
Rebuilding intimacy is a team effort. It may take months or even years to adjust to a new normal, but it is possible.
Helpful Tips for Rebuilding Intimacy
Give Yourself Time
You and your partner both need time to adjust to the physical and emotional changes caused by cancer. Be patient with one another, and allow space for healing and acceptance.
Communicate Openly
Open and honest communication is one of the most important tools you have.
· Your partner may feel anxious about sexual activity, especially after treatments such as radiotherapy.
· She may have been advised to use vaginal dilators or may experience pain or low desire.
· Both of you may worry that sex will hurt.
Talking openly about fears, expectations, and limitations helps build trust and understanding. Try to listen without judgement and be open to adapting together.
Be Open to Change
What worked sexually in the past may no longer work now—and that’s okay.
· Some sexual positions or activities may cause discomfort.
· For some women, pain may be reduced by positions where she controls depth and movement.
· Your partner may need to clearly explain what feels comfortable or uncomfortable.
Creating a safe space for these conversations can make a big difference.
Validate Each Other’s Feelings
Both of you may have worries or frustrations.
· Listen without interrupting or dismissing each other.
· Avoid statements like, “Everything will be fine.”
· Instead try: “I can’t fix this, but I’m here with you.”
Empathy and reassurance help strengthen connection.


Reconnect Emotionally and Physically
It’s common for couples to feel disconnected during the cancer journey. Rebuilding closeness can start gently.
· Cuddle, hold hands, kiss, and touch
· Focus on relaxation and comfort
· Say “I love you” regularly
· Spend quiet time together without pressure
You may find Sensate Focus exercises helpful. These guided practices focus on touch and awareness rather than performance.
Explore Intimacy in New Ways
Even if penetrative sex isn’t possible, intimacy can still be meaningful.
· Create a calm, relaxed environment (dim lights, music, candles)
· Offer gentle massage
· Ask permission before touching and follow your partner’s comfort
· Focus on sensual connection, not sexual goals
Intimacy can also happen outside the bedroom:
· Watching a movie together
· Going for a walk
· Planning a date night
Plan Ahead
As life gets busier—and especially during cancer treatment—spontaneity can be difficult.
· Plan intimacy for times when your partner has the most energy
· Try to separate caregiving time from couple time when possible
· Acknowledge that desire may fluctuate for both of you
Talk to Your Healthcare Team
Doctors may not raise sexual health concerns unless asked—but it is an important conversation.
· Ask about how treatment may affect sexual function
· Encourage your partner to tell her doctor about any sexual difficulties
· Ask about treatments or supports that may help
Seek Professional Support
Some couples benefit from professional guidance. Support may include:
· Medical social workers
· Psycho-oncologists
· Systemic psychotherapists
· Sex therapists
· Specialist nurses
Support groups can also provide a safe space to share experiences and learn from others.
Working together as a team can help you feel more connected, supported, and hopeful.
Useful Resources
Books
· Cancer, Intimacy and Sexuality: A Practical Approach (2017)
Editors: Reisman, Y. & Gianotten, W.
· Intimacy and Sexuality for Cancer Patients and Their Partners
By Dr Kathrin Kirchheiner, Psychosexual Therapist
Mindfulness
· The Raisin Meditation – a simple mindfulness exercise
https://soundcloud.com/hachetteaudiouk/the-raisin-meditation
Audio
· Dipsea – Short and Sexy Audio Stories
https://www.dipseastories.com
Websites
· Sex & U (Canada): https://www.sexandu.ca
· Sexual Health Resource by Dr Lori Brotto:
www.obgyn.ubc.ca/SexualHealth
*This content has been adapted from Cancer Treatment Centres of America.



