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Background
Cancer and cancer treatment have an incredible effect on patients
and their family’s lives, and this includes the patients’ relationship
with their spouse or partner 1
Nurses regularly assess patients biopsychosocial needs, except
for their sexual concerns. This focus has been recognized as the
“final frontier for nursing” 2
Patients and their partners have questions regarding sexuality and
intimacy. However, for many reasons, they do not bring them up to
their healthcare providers 3

Purpose
To conduct a review of nursing research on the effects of nonreproductive/sexual cancer and cancer treatment on a couple’s
expression of intimacy

Methods
Initially, a database search of CINAHL and PsychInfo was
conducted with a nursing librarian using the search terms intimacy,
sexual, neoplasm, cancer, spouse, caregiver, quality of life, and
survivors, yielding few relevant nursing articles
Three oncology nursing journals- European Journal of Oncology
Nursing, Oncology Nursing Forum, and Cancer Nursing- were
individually searched using the search term “sexual”, and the
relevant articles were reviewed. Articles were also obtained from
the reference lists of relevant articles, as well as articles listed as
similar to those being searched
Data on each of the reviewed articles, including purpose,
population, key findings and nursing implications, were entered into
a matrix. Then, the data were analyzed to identify similarities and
differences within the articles

Results
The data collected identified a significant gap in nursing research
and literature. Very few published articles have addressed the
critical issue of the effects of non-reproductive/sexual cancer and
cancer treatment on couple’s expressions of intimacy
This reality means that no evidenced based guidelines regarding
caring for couples experiencing the effects of non-reproductive/
sexual cancer and cancer treatment on their expressions of
intimacy have been delineated
The review of the collected materials identified a few key points
which nurses should consider when caring for these couples.
These points include:
A diagnosis of cancer can either positively or negatively impact the
perceived quality of a couple’s sexual relationship 4, 5

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.
10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.
18.
19.
20.
21.

Gilbert, E., Ussher, J.M., & Perz, J. (2007). Renegotiating sexuality and intimacy in the context of cancer: The experiences of carers. Achieves
of Sexual Behavior, 39(4). doi: 10.1007/s10508-008-9416-z
Hughes, M. (2009). Sexuality and cancer: The final frontier for nurses. Oncology Nursing Forum, 36(5), E241-E246.
Dennison, S. (1997). Psycho-sexual care for patients with cancer and their partners: A service development. Journal of Cancer Nursing, 1(3),
141-143.
Belcher, A., Laurenceau, J.P., Graber, E., Cohen, L., Dasch, K., & Siegel, S. (2011). Daily support in couples coping with early stage breast
cancer: Maintaining intimacy during adversity. Health Psychology, 30(6), 665-673.
Wennman-Larsen, A., Persson, C., Ostlund, U., Wengstrom, Y., Gustavsson, J.P. (2008). Development in quality of relationship between the
significant other and the lung cancer patient as perceived by the significant other. European Journal of Oncology Nursing, 12, 430-435
Hawkins, Y., Ussher, J., Gilbert, E., Perz, J., Sandoval, M., & Sundquist, K. (2009). Changes in sexuality and intimacy after the diagnosis and
treatment of cancer: The experience of partners in a sexual relationship with a person with cancer. Cancer Nursing, 32(4), 271-279.
Nasiri, A., Taleghani, F., & Irajpour, A. (2011). Men’s sexual issues after breast cancer in their wives: A qualitative study [published online ahead
of print September 8, 2011]. Cancer Nursing. doi: 10.1097/NCC.0b013e31822d48e5
Hughes, M. (2008). Alterations of sexual function in women with cancer. Seminars in Oncology Nursing, 24(2), 91-101.
Kim, Y., Schulz, R., & Carver, C. (2007). Benefit finding in cancer caregiving experience. Psyhcosomatic Medicine 69(3), 283-291. doi:
10.1097/PSY.0b013e3180417cf4
Olsson, C., Burglund, A.L., Athlin, E. (2011). Patient’s sexuality: A neglected area of cancer nursing? [published online ahead of print October 29,
2011]. European Journal of Oncology Nursing. doi:10.1016/j.ejon.2011.10.003
Bolte, S., & Zebrack, B. (2008). Sexual issues in special populations: Adolescents and young adults. Seminars in Oncology Nursing, 24(2), 115119.
Low, C., Fullarton, M., Parkinson, E., O’Brien, K., Jackson, S.R., Lowe, D., & Rogers, S.N. (2009). Issues of intimacy and sexual dysfunction
following major head and neck cancer treatment. Oral Oncology, 45, 898-903. doi:10.1016/ j.oraloncology.2009.03.014
Kagan, S., Holland, N., & Chalian, A. (2008). Sexual issues in special populations: Geriatric oncology- Sexuality and older adults. Seminars in
Oncology Nursing, 24(2), 120-126.
Katz, A. (2009). Gay and lesbian patients with cancer. Oncology Nursing Forum, 36(2), 203-207.
Jun, E., Kim, S., Chang, S., Oh, K., Kang, H., & Kang, S. (2011). The effect of a sexual life reframing program on marital intimacy, body image,
and sexual function among breast cancer survivors. Cancer Nursing, 34(2), 142-149.
Scott, J.L., & Kayser, K. (2009). Review of couple-based interventions for enhancing women’s sexual adjustment and body image after cancer.
The Cancer Journal, 15(1), 48-56.
Close-up of a couple smiling and hugging [Photograph], Retrieved March 15, 2012, from: http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/images/
Close-up of senior couple posing together [Photograph], Retrieved March 15, 2012, from: http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/images/
Close-up of a hugging gay couple [Photograph], Retrieved March 15, 2012, from: http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/images/
Asian couple smiling [Photograph], Retrieved March 15, 2012, from: http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/images/
Three healthcare professionals smiling [Photograph], Retrieved March 15, 2012, from: http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/images/

The review of the limited collected materials delineated a few key
points which health care professionals should consider when
caring for these couples. These points include:
Many patients want to talk about intimacy concerns with healthcare
professionals, but are hesitant to bring it up 11
Most nurses agree that addressing sexual concerns is a part of
offering holistic care, yet do not bring up the topic, citing lack of
knowledge and/or feeling uncomfortable about discussing the
topic 3, 10
Nurses can help patients cope with intimacy issues by addressing
and discussing them early in the disease trajectory 8

Partners of patients with cancer have intimacy concerns of their
own, but many do not discuss it with anyone 6, 7

Health care professionals should address this topic by using open
ended questions, such as “Sexually, how are things going? What
sexual changes have you noticed?” 8

76% of partners of patients with a “nonreproductive” cancer and
84% of partners of patients with a “reproductive” cancer reported
their sexual relationship had been affected by the diagnosis 6

A number of models are available for evaluating sexual
dysfunction, 2, 8 The most commonly used model is PLISSIT
21

More than half of patients have questions or concerns regarding
sexuality, but only a small percentage of them had spoken with
their physician regarding this issue. 8
While believing sexuality is a significant aspect of health, nurses
and physicians have difficulties addressing this topic 3, 9, 10
17Adolescents

and young couples often miss out
on experiences their peers are enjoying, and it
is critical that sexual health and fertility issues
are discussed early in the diagnosis. 11 Young
patients report greater issues with intimacy than
sexuality 12
18

References

Implications for Healthcare
Professionals

73% of young old, 53% of old, and 26% of
the oldest people are sexually active.13
Couples who are older may encounter
additional long-held relationship problems
when facing cancer 13
19

Limitations
This study had a number of limitations in assessing data:
- Most research on the effects of cancer and cancer treatment on
couples’ expressions of intimacy has been on sexual cancers,
especially breast cancer
- Most research has been conducted on heterosexual married
couples

Future Research
Much research on the topic of intimacy and cancer is needed.
Additionally, a few key areas should be the focus of future studies:

The unique needs of gay and lesbian
couples need to be specified 14

Some cultures value the avoidance of
discussing sexuality and sexual issues,
especially with strangers. This reality
means that couples will not discuss their
sexual issues and their needs will not be
addressed 7, 15

PLISSIT
P- Permission
LI Limited Information
SS- Specific Suggestions
IT- Intensive Therapy
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- The impact of cancer treatment on the couple as a whole and
how it effects their expression of intimacy
- The delineation of evidence based approaches to caring
effectively for couples experiencing issues related to the effects
of cancer and cancer treatment on their expressions of
intimacy15
- The impact of non-sexual cancers on intimacy 10, 16
- Unmarried and gay and lesbian couples’ ability to renegotiate
intimacy after a cancer diagnosis
- Couples, who are 65 years and older, and their sexual
www.buffalo.edu
adjustment to cancer and treatment 13

