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Tools for Coping with Serious Illness 

Here are some ideas that might help you or someone you know cope with a serious illness.   

You might already use some of these ideas or they might be new to you.  

These are only suggestions. We all cope in different ways. Please choose what works for you. 

Deal with your feelings 

It is harder to deal with feelings when we 

have a lot of stress in our lives. Allowing 

ourselves to deal with our feelings is part of 

the healing process. 

Take a deep breath 

We take shallow breaths when under stress. 

Taking deep breaths every so often lets us 

relax and refocus.  

Drink water 

When we are under stress, we can forget to 

drink water or other liquids. This can make 

us feel tired.  

Eat healthy  

This is tough when you don’t feel like eating. 

When stressed, we might eat less or make 

poor food choices.  

Follow any guidelines from your doctor or 

health care professional. Eating small 

amounts more often is better than eating big 

meals. Commercial nutritional supplements 

such as Ensure® or Boost® can help you get 

added calories and nutrients. 

Write down your thoughts  

A journal is one way of sorting through your 

thoughts. Writing down some ideas can help 

you understand what is happening for you. 

Use your sense of humour 

Humour can be very helpful to carry you 

through stressful times. Laughter releases 

tension and releases endorphins into the 

body to give you a sense of well being. 

Make a coping kit 

Put together a kit of items that make you feel 

good. This kit might contain pictures, 

movies, crossword puzzles, letters, a good 

book – whatever you think would help you 

through difficult times. 

Get support from others 

Your friends and family might not be able to 

support you in the way you would like. It 

might be helpful to use other resources such 

as community or religious supports, hospice 

societies, or healthcare staff. 

To caregivers and friends 

Remember to take breaks.  

Take short walks.  

Get some fresh air, even if only for 5 minutes. 

These breaks allow your body time to rest 

and recover. They also allow you to recharge 

and continue to be present.
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Common Reactions when Coping with Serious Illness 

When faced with a serious illness in yourself or 

someone you care about, people can have many 

different feelings. Everyone reacts differently. 

As you go through this experience, you might find 

yourself reacting in ways that are not like you. 

This does not mean that you are “out-of-control”.   

What it does mean is that your reactions are 

normal or can be expected.  

Be gentle with yourself. Give yourself 

permission to take breaks. Ask for support from 

those around you. 

Some common reactions 

 Trouble focusing or concentrating:  

Things that may have been routine in your 

daily life are now difficult to finish. 

 Poor memory: Even familiar phone 

numbers might be hard to remember. 

 Difficulty making decisions: Even 

deciding simple things might be hard. 

 Feeling confused or disoriented: You might 

find yourself losing track of place or time. 

 Body reactions: You might have tight 

muscles, headaches, and feel exhausted. If 

you notice any of these symptoms, it is a 

good idea to check with your doctor. 

 Changes in sleeping patterns or trouble 

sleeping: Your thoughts might keep you 

awake or stop you from resting. You might 

sleep longer than is normal for you. Ask 

your doctor or a healthcare professional to 

suggest ways to help with this. 

 Feeling angry or frustrated often: You 

might not be able to tolerate situations or 

behaviours like you have in the past. This 

could be particularly true within your own 

family, or with those you care about. 

 Less confident in yourself: The experience 

of a serious illness might affect your emotions 

or effect how you think about yourself. 

 Sense of unreality: “This can’t really be 

happening!” 

 Feeling helpless: You might feel that you 

have lost control of your feelings or of what 

is happening to you. You might have a 

sense of hopelessness.  

 Feeling “on alert” at all times: You might 

find that you are easily startled and that it is 

hard to settle yourself down, particularly at 

night. 

 Being on an “emotional roller coaster”: 

You feel that you are never quite sure what 

is going to happen day-by-day as you deal 

with the situation. 
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