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Coping strategies for dealing with uncertainty: 

COVID-19 and Cancer 
Feelings of worry and uncertainty are a normal response to a stressful situation 
such as this global pandemic. The primary reason that uncertainty is so stressful 
is that it erodes our sense of control. 

There are strategies you can use to take care of 
your emotional health and increase your ability to 
cope. Many of these are skills we recommend for 
people responding to a cancer diagnosis, cancer 
treatment and recovery that can also be applied 
to current circumstances. 

Below are some helpful ways to focus on the aspects 
of life that are within your control.  This is the most 
important coping strategy you can adopt. 

Focus on what you can control  
Being proactive about our wellbeing and taking 
protective measures helps to lessen anxious feelings. 
Follow the basic hygiene principles and measures 
recommended by the World Health Organization. 
These are steps that are under your control. Contact 
your treatment team if you have any questions about 
how COVID -19 may affect you.

Stay connected: 
Maintain positive social connections by phoning, 
video calling, emailing or texting family and friends, 
or spending quality time with the people you live with. 
Be intentional about making contact – like friends 
booking in a coffee catch-up, book a time in your diary 
to make a call. If you are socially isolated, reach out for 
emotional support with services such as Beyond Blue 
and Lifeline.

Practice self-care 
Building your own personal wellbeing is an excellent 
buffer to the impact of stress and is an important way of 
dealing with uncertainty.  Variety and flexibility can help 
keep you motivated. 

•  Be active: Physical activity has been shown to be 
an effective way to lift mood, lower blood pressure, 
improve sleep and reduce stress.  If you need to change 
your usual pattern of physical activity and have health 
issues to consider, talk with your doctor first.

•  Healthy eating: Eating healthily gives your body 
better fuel to cope with the demands of life, 
particularly for cancer survivors in the ongoing process 
of recovery. Try to make sure your diet is balanced. Eat 
plenty of vegetables and fruit, healthy carbohydrates 
that are low in fats and sugar (bread, pasta, rice, 
cereals), and protein (lean meat, eggs, milk, beans/
lentils). Keep alcohol and caffeine  to a minimum. 

•  Practice gratitude: Gratitude has been shown to 
boost wellbeing.  Identifying what you are grateful for 
shifts your attention to what is certain. To increase 
feelings of gratitude, write a list of things you are 
grateful for or keep a daily gratitude journal.  It might 
be something as simple as being able to get fresh fruit 
and vegetables, or seeing a flower bloom in the garden.
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https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/advice-for-public
https://www.beyondblue.org.au/
https://www.lifeline.org.au/


Practice helpful thinking 
When we are stressed, our thoughts often turn to the 
worst-case scenario.  A helpful practice is to first notice 
and acknowledge your worrying thought. Then take a 
few deep breaths and ask yourself:
•  Am I getting ahead of myself, worrying about 

something that hasn’t actually happened yet? 
• Am I underestimating my ability to cope?

Bring awareness to the present moment 
Focussing on the here and now can help you to let go 
of worries in situations where much is out of our control.  
This is commonly known as Living Mindfully. 
Start a simple practice of bringing awareness to 
day-to-day activities, such as drinking a cup of tea 
or taking a walk.  Turn your attention purposefully 
to these activities and engage in them fully and 
without judgment.  

Developing this habit can help you notice the special 
elements of day-to-day life that you can overlook if 
distracted by worrying thoughts. Focussing on the 
present also gives our mind a mental break from 
unhelpful thoughts and worries about the future.

Structure your day 
Plan out your day to restore a sense of normality and 
purpose.  Schedule regular tasks, such as cooking and 
washing, as well as some enjoyable activities.  Maintain 
regular mealtimes and sleeping routines. Structure your 
activities around these routines to help ensure you eat 
regularly and get sufficient sleep.  

Limit media coverage 
Constant media coverage can feed your worry. Limit 
the amount of media you see by putting some clear 
boundaries in place.  For example:
• Check the news no more than once daily
•  Have set periods of time where the television is off 

and all technology is put away

Think of it as a mini-break. Give yourself some time to 
unwind and engage with what’s important in your life. 
You may also find it helpful to limit the time you 
spend on social media. If you are viewing content 
about COVID-19, ask yourself, ‘Is this helpful, or 
harmful for me?’. 

Learn the facts 
Seek out factual information from reliable sources such 
as the Australia Government Department of Health 
website, which is updated regularly with the latest 
information. For information and support regarding 
‘Cancer and COVID-19’ please refer to our website.   

Misinformation can lead to community distress.  
Take a breath, step back and ask, ‘Is the source of 
this information reliable? Where can I seek the most 
accurate information?’.

Seek additional support where needed: 
If you feel that the stress and anxiety is difficult to 
manage, speak with your GP or call 13 11 20  for 
information about our information and support 
programs.  Your treating hospital may also have health 
professionals you can talk to about how you are feeling.
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https://www.health.gov.au/news/health-alerts/novel-coronavirus-2019-ncov-health-alert/what-you-need-to-know-about-coronavirus-covid-19
http://cancerqld.org.au/cancer-information/cancer-and-covid-19/

