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INTRODUCTION TO THE CONQUERFEAR GROUP MANUAL 
This Appendix is a therapist treatment manual for ConquerFear-Group, a psychological and 
educational intervention for fear of cancer recurrence (FCR) delivered in a group format. 
ConquerFear was originally developed by the PoCoG FCR Intervention Team in Australia as an 
individually delivered treatment1. It has since been adapted to a group format at Aarhus University 
and Aarhus University Hospital in Denmark in collaboration with the developers of the original 
ConquerFear. The adaptation process and the results of feasibility and pilot studies are described 
in Tauber et al. (2021)2. A randomized controlled trial evaluating the efficacy of ConquerFear-
Group on women treated for breast cancer is expected to be published ultimo 2022. The purpose 
of the present manual is to inform therapists about delivering ConquerFear in a group setting.  

 

HOW TO USE THIS MANUAL 

This manual covers the content specifically relevant to the group format. Introduction to the 
concept of FCR and background information about the treatment program can be found in the 
manual for ConquerFear delivered in an individual format (p. 7-14). Background information on 
each session as well as trouble shooting notes can likewise be found in the original manual and 
is referred to throughout the group manual. While the group manual has been tested in a sample 
of women treated for breast cancer, the intervention is based on transdiagnostic approaches and 
can be used across the cancer population. This is in compliance with the original ConquerFear 
manual, which was developed for FCR in a mixed cancer population. The group intervention can 
be delivered either face-to-face or online. A blended approach is not recommended. The ideal 
number of participants in a group is eight (+/- two). 

The manual is divided into six chapters, each representing one session. The first session is 
delivered individually, while the remaining five sessions are delivered in groups. All participants 
in one group should ideally complete the first individual session within a time-span of two weeks. 
The subsequent group sessions are recommended to be completed weekly. Client handouts and 
worksheets to be used in conjunction with this manual are included in the Appendix. It is 
recommended to provide each participant with a folder for organizing the handouts and 
worksheets provided during the treatment program. We recommend that all group sessions are 
led by two therapists. 

 

Contact information 

For further information or interest in collaboration, please contact: 

Nina M. Tauber, email: ninat@psy.au.dk 
Mia S. O’Toole, email; mia@psy.au.dk 
Robert ‘Bobby’ Zachariae, email: bzach@rm.dk 
  

mailto:ninat@psy.au.dk
mailto:mia@psy.au.dk
mailto:bzach@rm.dk
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OUTLINE OF TREATMENT PROGRAM 
Session 1 (Individually delivered): Assessment and Discussion of Vulnerability Factors (90 
min) 

• Clinical assessment. 
• Introduction to the FCR model and explanation of the rationale for the therapy. 
• Discussion of past experiences which may act as vulnerability factors. 
• Case formulation. 

Session 2 (Delivered in Group): Group Introduction and Clarification of Values (120 min) 

• Introduction of group members and discussion of expectations.  
• Introduction to the treatment program.  
• Introduction to values and goals. 

Session 3 (Delivered in Group): Introduction to Detached Mindfulness and Attention 
Training (120 min) 

• Reviewing homework. 
• Revisiting the FCR model and identification of triggers.  
• Presentation of detached mindfulness. 
• Introduction to the attention training technique.  

Session 4 (Delivered in Group): Detached Mindfulness and Metacognitions (120 min) 

• Reviewing homework.  
• Continued discussion of Detached Mindfulness.  
• Assessing and challenging metacognitive beliefs.  

Session 5 (Delivered in Group): Worry Postponement and Education about Appropriate 
Follow-up Behavior (120 min) 

• Reviewing homework.  
• Revisiting worry postponement.  
• Educating about and discussing appropriate follow-up behavior. 

Session 6 (Delivered in Group): Treatment Summary and Relapse Prevention (120 min) 

• Reviewing homework.  
• Discussion about values and planning of future goals. 
• Creating plan for dealing with FCR in future situations. 
• Final group discussion.  
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SESSION 1: ASSESSMENT AND DISCUSSION OF VULNERABILITY 
FACTORS 
 

1.1 SESSION MATERIAL 

Timeframe: 90 minutes (individual session) 

Session Goals 

The goals of the initial individual session are to: 

• Conduct a thorough biopsychosocial assessment. 
• Gain a shared understanding of FCR. 
• Present and explain the FCR Model. 
• Provide the patients with an overview of the treatment and the rationale for its components. 
• Guide the patients to gain insight into the relationship of past experiences of trauma, grief, 

and loss (where they exist) to current adjustment and fears of cancer recurrence. 
• Reflect non-judgmentally on past experiences and “be with” the patients, modeling the 

capacity to bear pain and sadness rather than avoid it or displace it onto other things. 
• Help patients juxtapose past experiences of helplessness and lack of control with their 

current situation where they can exercise choices about how to respond to fears and plan 
for their future. 

• Provide a coherent case formulation of the presenting problem based on the FCR Model. 

Handouts 

• Handout 1.1. How Fear of Cancer Recurrence Develops. 
 

PART 1: Clinical Assessment (45 minutes) 

Objective: Obtain a thorough biopsychosocial assessment of the patients with particular emphasis 
on FCR. It is recommended that special focus be given to:  

• Circumstances surrounding the initial diagnosis of cancer. 
• The patient’s views about completing treatment (how does this emotionally affect the 

patients). 
• The patients’ understanding of their objective risk of recurrence (i.e., what were they told 

about their risk of recurrence over 5 or 10 years) and views of their perceived risk of 
recurrence as a percentage (0-100%). If the perceived risk is higher than the objective risk 
– what are the reasons they feel more vulnerable? 

• If the patients’ perceived risk of recurrence fluctuates, what is the highest and lowest 
perceived risk (%)? The therapist should also explore reasons for why the perceived risk 
of recurrence fluctuates. 

• The exact content and frequency of thoughts about FCR (including specific questions 
about any FCR-related imagery). 
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• The level of distress caused by FCR. 
• Triggers. 
• The functional impact of FCR (emotional, physical, financial, inter-personal, on life goals 

and future planning). 
• The meaning of possible recurrence for self and others. 
• Cognitive techniques for coping with FCR (e.g., suppression of thoughts or distraction). 
• Other coping strategies for dealing with FCR (including specific questions about 

behavioral or emotional avoidance, e.g., alcohol use, avoidance of particular places, 
people, or situations). 

• The current frequency of follow-up care appointments and routine medical investigations. 
• Frequency of unplanned or unscheduled medical appointments and self-examinations 

because of concerns about recurrence. 
• Career/family levels of FCR and degree of openness and communication about FCR. and 
• Goals for FCR treatment. 

An example of a completed assessment template can be found in the manual for individually 
delivered ConquerFear (p. 23-26). 

It is recommended that the therapist use this template as a guide during the initial assessment 
session to help ensure that all areas pertinent to FCR are covered. It is also a useful place to 
summarize scores on pre-treatment standard measures.  

 

PART 2: Presenting the FCR Model and Rationale for the Intervention (35 minutes) 

Objective: Gaining a shared understanding of the nature of FCR and explaining the rationale for 
the therapy.  

Gaining a shared understanding between therapist and patients of the nature of FCR and the 
factors which contribute to its development and maintenance is a very important component of 
the intervention which will improve patients’ buy-in and motivation for treatment.  

 

Brief Presentation of the FCR Model 

Explain the FCR model (Handout 1.1. How Fear of Cancer Recurrence Develops). The 
therapist should discuss each of the points below with the patients. Particular attention should be 
paid to the challenges of worrying too much or suppressing specific thoughts and to how certain 
life experiences (e.g., past losses) can make people more vulnerable to experiencing FCR.   
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Derived from the manual of ConquerFear delivered in an individual format, p. 30. 

 

Summary of the FCR Model 

1) Fear of cancer recurrence (FCR) is the fear, worry or concern about cancer 
returning or progressing.3  
 

2) It is very common and almost everyone with a diagnosis of cancer experiences it 
from time to time. 
 

3) Research tells us that somewhere between 10-30% of people with a history of 
cancer (depending on their cancer type) experience moderate to severe problems 
with FCR and want professional help to manage it. 
 

4) For some people, FCR can have big impact on their mood, relationships, and 
ability to make plans for their future. 
 

5) Certain beliefs, in particular those about the nature and importance of worry, can 
underlie a particular style of coping with worry which is problematic. 
 

6) This problematic style of dealing with worry includes:  
a. rumination (e.g., repeatedly turning worries over and over in one’s mind). 
b. attention towards threat-related information (e.g., like having a radar which 

is particularly attuned to detecting information about and signs of potential 
cancer recurrence). 

c. self-focused attention (e.g., being very aware of one’s bodily sensations 
and thoughts).  

d. attempts to control, avoid or suppress thoughts about potential recurrence.  
 

7) The above strategies may all increase the worry. 
 

8) Furthermore, having cancer and worries about potential recurrence can change 
the way  people see themselves (self-concept) and what they regard as important 
in life (values). FCR can make it difficult to plan the future, which may result in a 
feeling of meaninglessness and a lack of direction in life. 
 

9) Certain life experiences, such as past losses (particularly those involving cancer), 
past traumatic life events, caring roles, and other sources of psychological stress 
can also make people more vulnerable to experiencing FCR. 
 

10) Many people also lack information about how best to monitor their health and stay 
healthy after a cancer diagnosis. 
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The rationale behind the treatment 

Explain the rationale behind the treatment. 

 

 

  

 

 

PART 3: Discussion of Past Experiences which may act as Vulnerability Factors 

Objective: To help patients understand how past experiences can impact FCR for some people. 
The discussion aims to reflect non-judgmentally on past experiences and “be with” the patient by 
modeling the capacity to bear pain and sadness rather than avoid or displace it onto other things. 

Background for the therapist and case vignettes can be found in the individually delivered 
ConquerFear manual, Session 2.  

It might be helpful to introduce the discussion of past experiences by saying something like the 
following: 

“We have found that past experiences can shape the meaning that people give to their cancer 
experience and can make fear of cancer recurrence worse. E.g., a person who has lost a relative 
to cancer may be more vulnerable to fear of cancer recurrence and, for example, be more 
convinced that the cancer will recur. Today, I want to spend a bit of time talking with you about 
this issue and trying to understand how your past experiences may have influenced your level of 
fear of cancer recurrence.” 

The therapist then asks the patient if she can see any connections between past experiences and 
her FCR. How do the patients think that her experience of (x, y, z) may have influenced her 
worrying about cancer coming back?  

 

 

 

Allowing some time for elaboration of past relevant themes, the therapist must help the patients 
to move on to a focus on future action rather than dwelling on past issues. It should be presented 
gently to the patients that since we cannot change the past, it is essential to develop an accepting 
stance toward what has happened in the past as this will help reduce future suffering (see 
metaphors below). 

Several metaphors may be used to explain these points. 

 

Key point: The aim of the treatment is not to get rid of thoughts about recurrence 
completely – that is unlikely to happen and counterproductive to aim for – but to help 
patients assign these thoughts less importance and give them less attention than they 
currently do, and to develop goals for the future which will give their lives purpose, 
meaning, and direction. 

Key point: The aim of discussing past events is to try to increase the patient’s 
awareness of the way in which their past life events have informed their specific 
presentation of FCR.  



9 
 

Metaphor Application 
Hand of cards Imagine that you are playing a card game and that you have been dealt a 

poor hand of cards. You cannot change your cards, so you have two choices 
about the remainder of the game. You can either walk away from the game 
and avoid losing but potentially miss out on the joy of playing cards, or you 
can choose to play the game as best as you can with the cards that you 
have, accepting that you do not know what the outcome will be. 
  

Tug of war Imagine you are playing tug of war with an “anxiety monster”. You are 
holding one end of the rope and the monster the other, and in between there 
is a bottomless pit. You can pull harder, but each time you do, so does the 
monster, or you can drop the rope. If you drop the rope, the anxiety monster 
is still there but you do not need to struggle with it.  
 

Fish Hook Sometimes we can be joined to our past like a person fishing who has a fish 
on the end of their hook. We can struggle with that fish for hours or just let 
go of it and focus on doing something else. 
 

Struggle switch Imagine that you have a switch in your head called the struggle switch. 
When it is switched on, you struggle against any emotional discomfort that 
you experience. You try your best to get rid of it or avoid it. Like, “Oh no! 
Here is that horrible feeling again. Why does it keep coming back? How do 
I get rid of it?” So now, I’ve got anxiety about my anxiety. In other words, my 
anxiety gets worse. I’m even more anxious and I might get angry about my 
anxiety. “It’s not fair; why does this keep happening?” Alternatively, you 
might get depressed: “Not again. Why do I always feel like this?” Suppose 
you are able to turn off your struggle switch. In this case, whatever feelings 
show up, no matter how unpleasant, you don’t struggle with them. If anxiety 
shows up, you don’t struggle, you just say, “Okay, here is that feeling again. 
Here is tightness in my chest. Here is a knot in my stomach. Here is my mind 
predicting bad things in the future again”. It is not what you would want to 
happen and it is still unpleasant, but you are not going to waste your energy 
and time struggling with it. Instead, you will take control and put your energy 
into doing something meaningful to you. When the switch is on, it is like an 
emotional amplifier. We can develop anxiety about our anxiety or depression 
or anger about our anxiety. With the struggle switch off, our anxiety levels 
still rise and fall. This is unavoidable and a normal part of life, but we are not 
wasting our time struggling with anxiety. 
 

Derived from the individually delivered ConquerFear manual, p. 48. Reference: Harris, 2009. 
Adapted from Hayes et al., 1999 
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PART 4: Case formulation 

The therapist presents a coherent case formulation based on the FCR Model. Specifically, the 
therapist summarizes how the patient’s beliefs about worries, past experiences (including 
vulnerability factors), lack of or misinformation, and shift in values may impact their level of FCR.  

 

HOMEWORK AND SESSION SUMMARY 

• What do patients bring with them from today’s session? 
• Questions? 
• No homework after Session 1.  

 

1.2 SESSION 1 CHECKLIST 

� Conduct a detailed psychosocial assessment paying particular attention to FCR related 
issues. 

� Present the FCR Model and rationale for treatment. 
� Explore the meaning and potential impact of relevant past life experiences on the patient’s 

level of FCR. 
� Present a coherent case formulation of the patient’s experience of FCR. 
� Summary of the session. 
� Homework: No homework after Session 1. 
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SESSION 2: GROUP INTRODUCTION AND CLARIFICATION OF 
VALUES 
 

2.1 SESSION MATERIAL 

Timeframe: 120 minutes (group session) 

Session Goals 

The goals of session 2 are to: 

• Introduce group members to each other. 
• Discuss expectations and agree upon group rules. 
• Elaborate on the rationale for the therapy. 
• Explain that cancer can impact a person’s values. 
• Encourage patients to reflect upon value and goal changes from their perspective. 
• Help patients to clarify their values and set goals. 

 

Handouts 

• Handout 2.1 My Values – What is Important to Me? 
• Handout 2.2. Examples of Values, Goals, and Actions 
• Handout 2.3. Willingness and Commitment Worksheet 

 

PART 1: Group introduction and discussion of expectations (25 minutes) 

Objective: To welcome the patients, introduce themselves to one another, and discuss 
expectations. In addition, the therapist inquires about/presents a set of rules that the group 
participants should adhere to and asks the participants whether they can agree to these. It is 
recommended that the following parts are included in the introduction: 

• Welcome patients to the group and provide an overview of the day’s session.  
• Let patients introduce themselves, focusing on their cancer experience, how FCR burdens 

them, and what they expect to get out of the treatment. 
• Discuss expectations and agree upon group rules: 

o Ask patients what is important to them concerning being part of a therapy group 
(e.g., openness, honesty, respect). 

o Stress the importance of full attendance: 1) each session focuses on different 
content, and 2) it is important for group cohesion.  

• The therapist explains the treatment format: 
o Five two-hour group sessions, incl. 10 min break. 
o Sessions are based on alternating therapist presentations, exercises, and group 

discussions. 
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o Inform the patients that the treatment content has been developed and tested with 
good results. 

o Inform patients that they are still welcome in the group in the case of cancer 
recurrence. In such cases, the patient will be invited to an additional individual 
session with the purpose of clarifying the patient’s needs. In addition, it will be 
emphasized that FCR also includes fear of progression. 
 

PART 2: Introduction to the treatment program (20 minutes)  

The therapist presents the treatment program's two parts: One part focuses on acquiring new 
skills to cope with FCR more adaptively, and a second part focuses on clarifying values and 
learning to live a meaningful life, despite fears and concerns about cancer recurrence.  

1. Skills to cope with FCR 

This part of the treatment program aims to provide the patients with skills to break free 
from unhealthy thinking patterns and become less affected by FCR. The goal is not to 
eliminate or remove unpleasant thoughts about cancer recurrence but to provide the 
patients with the skills needed to respond differently to thoughts about cancer recurrence 
than their current reactions.    

2. Living a meaningful life despite FCR 

Experiencing cancer and adapting to life after the end of treatment can be distressing and 
may result in 1) a change in values, 2) a lack of contact with one’s values, or 3) becoming 
more aware of one’s values. Therefore, the second part of the treatment program focuses 
on clarifying values, setting value-based goals, and planning specific steps to reach these 
goals. The aim is to become more aware that it is possible to let oneself be guided by 
one’s values and live a meaningful life, despite fearing cancer recurrence. 

 

Using a metaphor to introduce the treatment rationale 

It is recommended that the therapist uses the following metaphor to supplement the more didactic 
explanation of the treatment. 

The metaphor below is based on the transcript found in the manual for individual delivered 
ConquerFear and is here adapted to a group format. 
 
It is often quite hard to explain the rationale for this treatment program, so I would like to show 
you what it is all about by using a metaphor.  
 
I want you to imagine that your folder (everyone should receive a folder for the handouts before 
beginning the session) represents all the difficult thoughts and worries and feelings about 
potential cancer recurrence that you have been struggling with up until now. 
 



13 
 

Now I would like you to hold it up in front of your face so that it is almost touching your nose. 
(The patients hold the folder up in front of their face, blocking the view of both the therapist and 
the other patients in the group). 
 
Now, how would it be to continue talking to each other for the next hour or so when you are so 
caught up with these worries (making it difficult to connect and engage with each other)? Notice 
how disconnected you are from others and the world around you. Notice too that while you hold 
on tightly to these worries, you cannot do the things that make your life work. Consider how 
difficult it would be to, for instance, drive a car, or hug someone, or cook dinner, type on a 
computer, or cuddle a baby while you are holding on tightly to this. Could you do it? 
 
Now stretch your arms and hold the folder as far as way from you as possible while still holding 
on to it. Imagine that you try to push your worrying thoughts away. How would it be to sit like 
this for the rest of the day´s session (exhausting, difficult to focus on talking to each other)? 
Imagine how difficult it would be to concentrate about other issues when spending so much 
energy pushing away the thoughts about recurrence.  
 
OK, let us try something different now. Place the folder on your lap and just let it sit there. Now 
isn’t that a lot less effort? 
 
The thoughts about recurrence are still there. However, the difference here is that you are not 
caught up in your worries or trying to push the thoughts away. You are accepting their existence 
and acknowledging that they are here, without responding to them.  
 
Now in an ideal world, I am sure this is what you would like to do (therapist mimes throwing the 
folder away on the floor). But here is the thing, we cannot control our thoughts. Thoughts come 
and go. However, we can control how much attention we pay the thoughts, and we can choose 
to respond to them differently than by worrying or avoiding them.  
 
So, here is what this program is all about. We are going to help you to do this (therapist picks 
up folder and drops it in her lap and let’s go of it, holding arms up in a gesture of freedom). By 
living with those thoughts and giving them less attention you will be a lot more free to do what 
you really want to in life. We are going to learn some new skills called Attention Training and 
Detached Mindfulness that are going to help you pay less attention to these thoughts when 
they occur. We will also talk about how having cancer has impacted what is important to you 
and try to develop some concrete plans for the future so you can do what you really want to. 
Having this direction will help those worries seem less important. What we really want to help 
you do, is to create a rich and meaningful life while accepting the uncertainty that goes with it. 
 

Derived from the individually delivered ConquerFear manual, p. 31, and adapted for a group 
setting. 
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BREAK (10 minutes) 

 

PART 3: Understanding the changes in values and goals (45 minutes) 

The purpose of this section is to demonstrate that values can change, to assist in working out if 
and how the patient’s values have indeed changed, and what is important to them now, and then 
to devise concrete ways of working towards living the life they want to lead. 

The therapist introduces this part of the session by telling the patients which part of the FCR-
model they will be focusing on. The therapist then explains that one’s life can be affected in 
different ways when having experienced an upheaval of one’s life, such as having had cancer. 

• Some experience a radical change in their values (e.g., spending time with the family 
has now become more important than work). 

• Some experience to be detached from or to have lost sight of their values (e.g., when 
fear or worry is blocking one from noticing and following one’s values, or when 
someone, for instance, is exercising a lot because she feels this is what she should be 
doing in order to stay healthy – not because it feels meaningful to do so). 

• Some become even more aware of what was already valued (e.g., setting time aside 
for oneself has always been important, and it has now become even more important). 

The therapist should emphasize that all three aspects are normal. In common to all three is that 
something has changed. The therapist asks the group whether they can recognize themselves in 
these descriptions.  

The therapist can then refer to the metaphor presented before the break and summarize that the 
goal of the treatment is not to eliminate or remove unpleasant thoughts but to come to accept 
their presence and give them less attention. The first step on the road for the patients to reach 
this goal is to become aware of what is important to them and to move towards a more meaningful 
life. The reason is that as long as life feels meaningful, and as long as the things we are dedicating 
our time and energy to feel important, we are much more prepared to face adversity in life, such 
as having to live with the fear of cancer recurrence.  

The therapist should emphasize that values-clarification can take time, and one’s perspective on 
one’s values may even change throughout the treatment program. Understanding the changes in 
values and goals will therefore be the focus of the day’s session and will be revisited in the last 
session.  

The patients should now be invited to complete Handout 2.1 My Values – What is Important to 
Me? and discuss it in the group afterwards.  

Note: It may be difficult for the patients to identify their values. In the handout, the patients are 
therefore not explicitly asked to identify their values but to consider what they would like to 
make more room for in their lives because it feels important to them (focus is here on goals and 
behavior). In the following discussion, the therapist should help the patients translate this work 
into actual values.  
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Example:  
Patient: “I would like to spend more time with my grandchildren” (goal). 
Therapist: “It sounds like an important value to you to be a caring and attentive grandmother” 
(value). 

 

Committing to change: goals and actions 

The therapist should now explain that goal setting is the building block we use to navigate towards 
our values, and in order to reach our goals, we will have to plan concrete actions. To help the 
patients distinguish between values, goals, and actions, the therapist can refer to Handout 2.2. 
Examples of Values, Goals and Actions and provide them with examples.  

• The patients are then asked to reflect upon one or more goals they would like to set for 
the upcoming weeks. The therapist may add a couple of examples on the blackboard. 
Patients are given Handout 2.3. Willingness and Commitment Worksheet and asked 
to complete the handout at home.  

 

HOMEWORK AND SESSION SUMMARY (20 minutes) 

• The purpose of discussing and clarifying values is to become aware that we can move 
towards a more meaningful life despite fears of recurrence or worries about the future in 
general.  

• Patients are asked to complete Handout 2.3. Willingness and Commitment Worksheet 
and bring the worksheet to the following session.  

• What do the patients take home from today’s session? 
• Questions? 

 

2.2 SESSION 2 CHECKLIST 

� Introduce the patients to each other and to the treatment program 
� Set up group rules 
� Present the goal and rationale for the treatment 
� Discuss and clarify values and plan goals and actions 

HOMEWORK 

� Complete Handout 2.3. Willingness and Commitment Worksheet and bring the 
worksheet to the following session 
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SESSION 3: INTRODUCTION TO DETACHED MINDFULNESS AND 
ATTENTION TRAINING 
 

3.1 SESSION MATERIAL 

Timeframe: 120 minutes (group session) 

Session Goals 

The goals of session 3 are to: 

• Review Homework for Session 2  
• Revisit the FCR-model focusing on how thoughts related to cancer can activate the 

Cognitive Attentional Syndrome (CAS) and result in heightened FCR. 
• Present the rationale for detached mindfulness (DM) as an alternative to worry and 

avoidance. 
• Identify triggers. 
• Demonstrate detached mindfulness. 
• Introduce attention training.  

 

Handouts 

• Handout 2.3. Willingness and Commitment Worksheet (completed at home) 
• Handout 3.1. Detached Mindfulness 
• Handout 3.2. Self-Attention Rating Scale 
• Handout 3.3. Attention Training 
• Handout 4.1. Metacognitions (MCQ-HA) 

 

PART 1: Review Homework (20 minutes) 

The therapist should ask the patients whether they have reflected upon their values and what 
they specifically can do (goals and actions) to live in accordance with these values (Handout 2.3. 
Willingness and Commitment Worksheet). The therapist should summarize the main points 
from the last session’s discussion about values if relevant.  

 

PART 2: FCR Model and Identification of Triggers (30 minutes)  

The therapist indicates which part of the FCR-model they will be focusing on: Intrusive thoughts 
and images about cancer recurrence that trigger CAS, which results in unpleasant emotions and 
negative consequences, such as heightened FCR. It might be helpful to present a simplified 
model on a blackboard, such as the one below.  

 



17 
 

 

The therapist can then say something like the following : 

• We have previously discussed how a particular thinking pattern, including worrying, self-
focused attention, threat monitoring, and attempts to control, avoid, suppress or minimise 
FCR-related thoughts, may result in heightened FCR.  

• Often this thinking pattern is triggered by thoughts or images, physical sensations, or 
feelings.   

• It is not the trigger thoughts themselves that result in heightened or unpleasant emotions 
and discomfort, but rather our way of responding to these triggers, e.g., by worrying or 
attempting to suppress or avoid unpleasant thoughts.  

• In this treatment program, we invite you to practice skills that will enable you to become 
better at observing your trigger thoughts by letting them come and go without responding 
to them using a skill called detached mindfulness. 

 

Identify triggers 

In this part of the session, the therapist should ask the patients what may trigger their worries 
about cancer recurrence. The therapist should provide the patients with some examples and write 
down some of the patient’s triggers on the blackboard. 

 

BREAK (10 minutes) 

 

PART 2: Presentation of Detached Mindfulness 

After the break, the therapist explains that the patients in this part of the session will learn a 
technique called detached mindfulness (DM) as an alternative way of responding to trigger 
thoughts rather than worrying about or avoiding these thoughts. As detached mindfulness is best 
understood by experiencing this state, rather than simply talking about it, any further rationale for 
DM should not be presented until the patients have experienced DM through at least two in-
session exercises, e.g., the:  

• Free-Association Task 
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• Thought Suppression Experiment 

Descriptions of the exercises can be found in the individually delivered ConquerFear manual on 
p. 66 – 69. 

Based on the patient’s experiences from these exercises, the patients are now more likely to 
understand what DM entails and how they can apply DM to their trigger thoughts. The rationale 
should now be elaborated, preferably rooted in and following up upon the patients’ statements.  

 

The rationale for Detached Mindfulness 

The therapist now explains what DM entails. To clarify it further, it is also recommended to use a 
metaphor, e.g., the Passenger Train Metaphor (see p. 68 in the individually delivered 
ConquerFear manual).  

As the name ‘detached’ mindfulness suggests, it is about:   

• Being more aware or more mindful of your thinking. 
• Stepping back from your thoughts and becoming an observer of your own thoughts. 
• Learning that the self is much greater than just the content of our thoughts. 
• Learning to see thoughts as just one form of passing internal events. 
• Accepting your thoughts for what they are and observing them without engaging with 

them, reacting to them, or trying to get rid of them. 

Explain to patients that we know that trying to get rid of worries about cancer recurrence by 
distraction or avoidance is not a particularly effective strategy. The aim of detached mindfulness 
is not to get rid of thoughts about cancer recurrence but to help you learn to get less caught up in 
them. If you learn to view your thoughts more objectively as passing internal events, like leaves 
floating down a stream or clouds passing in the sky, they can cause less distress, or the distress 
can be much shorter. 

 

Optional introduction to worry postponement 

To some patients, it may be difficult to accept the idea that they should refrain from responding to 
trigger thoughts. Therefore, it may be suitable to introduce worry postponement immediately after 
presenting DM. Worry postponement is about not trying to get rid of, suppress or distract oneself 
from thoughts, but rather about noticing thoughts when they occur and promising oneself to return 
to them later at a designated, more appropriate time. See further details in Session 5.  

• Worry postponement may be a helpful way of validating the patients’ concerns about a 
possible cancer recurrence. The goal is not that the patients should refrain from relating 
to the consequences of a potential cancer recurrence. Instead, the patients should be in 
control of when and for how long it is relevant to reflect upon it.  

• Worry postponement can make it easier to apply DM to trigger thoughts, as this allows 
one to reflect upon something at a later set time.   
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A handout on worry postponement is included in the Appendix of this manual for this session 
(Handout 5.1. Postpone your worry).   

 

PART 4: Attention Training Technique (ATT) 

Rationale 

The therapist presents Attention Training as a method to strengthen our brain’s ability to control 
our attention more flexibly (e.g., when we go to the fitness to become fitter, we train the brain to 
become more flexible). 

With a metacognitive model of FCR in mind, the rationale for ATT must emphasize that the 
technique is not intended to achieve a ‘blank mind’ free from intrusive thoughts or inner 
experiences. Similarly, the rationale discourages the use of active thought suppression. It is 
emphasized that the technique teaches people to deal with thoughts or inner experiences, which 
intrude into consciousness, as ‘noise,’ which should not be resisted.   

Potentially unrealistic expectations and assumptions about the technique should be discussed 
prior to practicing the technique. A common misconception is that the technique should ‘block out’ 
unwanted thoughts or feelings. The therapist should emphasize that the goal of the exercise is to 
be aware of thoughts or experiences but for attention to be directed away from them as instructed 
in the task, even though the patient is fully aware of the presence of painful thoughts or 
experiences. This technique differs from thought avoidance, which usually involves efforts to block 
out or suppress unwanted thoughts. In contrast, during ATT, the client remains fully aware of the 
presence and content of any unwanted thoughts. However, these thoughts are not given attention 
because they are viewed as a transient mental experience in an array of thoughts that may come 
and go throughout the practice. 

 

Credibility Check  

It is helpful to check with the client how useful they believe it could be to learn ATT.   

Following the manual for individually delivered ConquerFear, the therapist could use a numerical 
rating scale of 0-100 to evaluate a sense of credibility or gauge this through discussions of 
patients’ belief in the rationale presented. Low levels of credibility (Wells recommends 40 or 
below) should be discussed further.    

A common concern for patients may be that learning to focus attention away from bodily 
sensations may be “inviting trouble,” placing them at increased risk of recurrence because they 
will learn to ignore bodily sensations. In the event of patients expressing this concern, the therapist 
should emphasize that ATT is not about ignoring new pain or new bodily sensations. It is about 
learning to give less attention to persistent thinking about particular pains or bodily sensations 
that keep on occurring, despite having been checked. It should also be emphasized that an 
important part of this treatment program is learning how to deal with regular check-ups and follow-
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up investigations and aches and pains. A whole session will be devoted to this topic in Session 
5. 

 

Self-Attention Rating Scale 

The Self-Attention Rating Scale is an index of the effectiveness of the procedure in counteracting 
CAS. The scale is shown below, and a handout of the scale is reproduced in the Appendix.  

“At this moment in time, how much is your attention focused on yourself (i.e., internal states such 
as thoughts, emotions, and sensations) versus your external environment (e.g., sounds and visual 
inputs from the surroundings)? Please indicate by giving me a number on the scale”:   

 

 

 

For further information regarding:  

• The rationale.  
• Credibility Check. 
• Instructions for ATT. 
• Homework. 
• Troubleshooting. 

See the individually delivered ConquerFear manual, Session 2, p. 50 – 54. 

NB: It is recommended to consider postponing the introduction of ATT to Session 4 as Session 3 
covers much content. 

 

HOMEWORK AND SESSION SUMMARY (10 minutes) 

A crucial component of ATT is the consistent practice of the technique as homework. Consistent 
practice is also likely to strengthen the patients’ ability to apply DM to trigger thoughts. The 
patients should be asked to practice ATT twice a day. In reality, most patients only manage to do 
this once a day. The patients should rate their focus of attention before and after each practice 
and register it in Handout 3.2. Self-Attention Rating Scale. Handout 3.3. Attention Training 
is given as a reminder of how to practice. 

The patients are asked to apply DM to thoughts that trigger worries about cancer recurrence as 
often as possible. The patients should be encouraged to write down examples of situations in 
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which they applied DM to trigger thoughts. Handout 3.1 Detached Mindfulness is given to 
remind what DM is and how to practice it. The therapist should ask the patients about the extent 
to which they expect to be able to apply DM to trigger thoughts (in percent).  

Handout 4.1. Metacognitions (MCQ-HA) should be completed before session 4.  

What do patients take home from today’s session? 

Questions? 

 

3.2 SESSION 2 CHECKLIST 

� Review homework. 
� Present FCR-model and identify triggers. 
� Introduce Detached Mindfulness (DM) using experiential techniques and metaphors. 
� Introduce and practice the Attention Training Technique (ATT) in the session. 

 

HOMEWORK 

� Practice ATT twice a week and rate focus of attention before and after each practice.  
� Apply DM to trigger thoughts. 
� Complete Handout 4.1. Metacognitions (MCQ-HA) 
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SESSION 4: DETACHED MINDFULNESS AND METACOGNITIONS  
 

4.1 SESSION MATERIAL 

Timeframe: 120 minutes (group session) 

Session Goals 

The goals of session 4 are to: 

• Review ATT homework. 
• Discuss the application of DM. 
• Support and reinforce the application of DM. 
• Identify and challenge possible metacognitions underlying worry, threat-monitoring, and 

avoidance. 

 

Handouts 

• Handout 4.1. Metacognitions (MCQ-HA) 

 

PART 1: Review ATT home practice (20 minutes) 

Home practice of ATT is discussed, including failure to practice, misuse of ATT as distraction or 
safety behavior, or motivation to continue FCR worry and rumination. See Session 2, p. 54 – 52, 
in the individually delivered ConquerFear manual.  

 

PART 2: Continued Discussion of Detached Mindfulness (30 minutes) 

The therapist should first summarize the defining features of DM: Observing one’s thoughts 
without responding to them any further. The goal is not to get rid of thoughts about cancer 
recurrence but to get less caught up in them. It may be helpful to refer to a metaphor, e.g., the 
passenger train metaphor.  

Review homework:  

• Review the range of thoughts to which DM was applied. 
• The therapist should take care to note that DM should not be inappropriately applied as a 

coping strategy to prevent exposure to perceived threats. 
• What was difficult in applying DM? 
• If the patients still struggle to grasp the idea of DM, it may be helpful to go through one of 

the designated exercises, e.g., the daydreaming exercise. 

 



23 
 

BREAK (10 minutes) 

 

PART 3: Assessing and Challenging Metacognitive Beliefs (50 minutes) 

Assessing Metacognitive Beliefs 

This part of the session should begin with reintroducing the metacognitive part of the FCR-model. 
The therapist should explain how trigger thoughts activate the CAS and that activation of CAS 
results in unpleasant emotions and consequences, such as heightened FCR. 

Once again, it may be helpful to present the simplified model on a blackboard:  

 

 

The therapist can then say something like the following  

• Do you remember this model from last week’s session? We talked about that when a 
thought triggers unhelpful thinking patterns such as sustained worrying, self-focused 
attention, threat-monitoring, or attempts to control or avoid cancer-related thoughts, this 
is likely to result in negative emotions such as prolonged anxiety discomfort and FCR. We 
also discussed that DM is an alternative skill that can help you refrain from reacting to the 
trigger thought with unhelpful strategies such as worry or rumination, thereby reducing the 
impact of FCR.  

• Some people are more prone to engage in problematic thinking patterns such as worrying 
about or avoiding FCR-triggers because they believe it is helpful, harmful, or 
uncontrollable. Such beliefs are called metacognitive beliefs.  
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The therapist should then give the patients examples of positive and negative metacognitive 
beliefs and ask them if they can relate to some of the beliefs. See the manual for individually 
delivered ConquerFear, Session 4, p. 75, for further information and examples of metacognitive 
beliefs. Any other metacognitive beliefs should be explored in the group and added to the 
blackboard. If the patients find it challenging to identify any metacognitive beliefs, the therapist 
can refer to Handout 4.1. Metacognitive Beliefs (MCQ-HA), which the patients have completed 
at home, to find inspiration. See the manual for individually delivered ConquerFear, Session 4, p. 
84, for further information about MCQ-HA. The therapist may help the patients distinguish 
between positive and negative metacognitive beliefs by writing examples in two columns on the 
blackboard.  

 

Challenging Metacognitive Beliefs 

When several metacognitive beliefs have been identified and discussed in the group, the therapist 
should stress that metacognitive beliefs can be challenged. First, the therapist provides the 
patients with some examples. Next, the patients are invited to reflect upon the metacognitive 
beliefs listed on the blackboard and challenge them. See the individually delivered ConquerFear 
manual, Session 4, p. 86, for examples of questions to challenge metacognitive beliefs. 

 

HOMEWORK AND SESSION SUMMARY (15 minutes) 

The patients should be encouraged to continue applying DM to FCR trigger thoughts and continue 
the home practice of Attention Training. 

What do patients take home from today’s session? 

Questions? 

  

4.2 SESSION 2 CHECKLIST 

� Review homework regarding ATT. 
� Continue discussion and application of DM. 
� Assess and challenge metacognitive beliefs.  

 

HOMEWORK 

� Continue the daily practice of ATT 
� Practice the use of DM to trigger thoughts. 
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SESSION 5: WORRY POSTPONEMENT AND EDUCATION ABOUT 
APPROPRIATE FOLLOW-UP CARE 
 

5.1 SESSION MATERIAL 

Timeframe: 120 minutes (group session) 

Session Goals 

The goals of session 5 are to: 

• Review DM and metacognitive beliefs. 
• Introduce worry postponement. 
• Normalize some threat-monitoring as an adaptive way to avoid danger.  
• Discuss the impact of excessive threat-monitoring or avoidance on FCR in light of the 

treatment model.  
• Provide education about the manifestations of threat-monitoring and avoidance behaviors 

in FCR.  
• Assess compliance with recommended follow-up care and self-examination practices.  
• Establish some agreed-upon behaviors around self-examination and threat-monitoring 

(i.e., consistent with the patient’s medical advice).  
 
Via bibliotherapy (Homework reading) 
 

• Provide general education about the nature and role of follow-up care.   
• Provide general education about lifestyle behaviors that may help to reduce the overall 

risk of developing a cancer recurrence.  
 

Handouts 

• Handout 5.1. Postpone your worry. 
• Handout 5.2. Your knowledge about follow-up care. 
• Handout 5.3. Checking your symptoms sensibly. 
• Handout 5.4. Follow-up care and lifestyle changes. 

 

 PART 1: Review homework (20 minutes) 

Review the concept of metacognition and the rationale for detached mindfulness. When doing so, 
it may be helpful to reintroduce the simplified FCR model described in the previous sessions.   
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In addition, the therapist should continue to explore: 

1. The extent to which the patients are able to apply DM to their trigger thoughts and 
troubleshoot when necessary.  

2. The extent to which the patients are aware of their own metacognitive beliefs and whether 
they are able to challenge them.  

 

PART 2: Worry postponement (20 minutes) 

An additional skill that may be of benefit to patients is worry postponement. Postponing worries 
to a later designated time point may help the patients refrain from responding to the thoughts 
immediately, thereby facilitating detached mindfulness and their control of when and how long to 
think about something. The therapist should inform the patients about worry postponement using 
the following instruction (derived from the manual for individually delivered ConquerFear). 
 
Instruction for Worry Postponement  

• Worry postponement is not trying to get rid of or suppress thoughts. We know that trying 
to ignore troubling thoughts simply does not work. The more we try to put something out 
of our minds, the more it comes back.  

• Worry postponement is about noticing thoughts when they occur and promising oneself to 
return to them later at a designated time.  
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• Encourage the patients to recognize trigger thoughts and say to themselves something 
like this when they occur “Here I am starting to worry again. I am just going to leave this 
thought alone and not deal with it now. I will deal with it later”. 

• Worry-time is not a mandatory element. If the client does not feel the need to worry about 
things later or if the issue is no longer a concern at the worry time, that is fine (and a 
relevant discovery in and of itself). 

• Once worry is postponed, encourage patients to make a concerted effort to bring their full 
attention back to the present moment and get on with some engaging activity. 

• Postponing worries to a later designated time may also make it easier to apply DM to 
trigger thoughts, i.e., notice the thought and leave it without further action.   

• The patients should be instructed to set aside 10-20 minutes of the day, preferably late in 
the day, but at least two hours before bedtime, to think about any worries that arise during 
the day.  

• The patients should be encouraged to actively worry and problem-solve all the worry 
thoughts they had during the day in this designated time slot. 

• If the patients experience much worry during the day, they may wish to write them down 
to help remember them later.  

• Keeping the worry-time limited and sticking to the chosen limit is vital.  
• If worrying thoughts occur after the designated worry period, they should be dealt with the 

same way the next day. 
 
The patients are then asked to discuss in pairs at what time of the day and how many minutes 
they plan to set aside to worry. A handout on worry postponement is included in the Appendix 
(Handout 5.1. Postpone your worry). 
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BREAK (10 minutes) 
 

PART 3: Teaching and discussing appropriate follow-up behavior (55 minutes) 

 
Threat monitoring and avoidance 
 
An important issue for health professionals working with people with cancer is to encourage 
alertness to the possibility of recurrent disease without exacerbating distress to a level that 
impairs daily functioning. However, many patients with excessive fears of recurrence become 
preoccupied with detecting signs of possible cancer recurrence and report excessive personal 
checking behaviors, such as conducting frequent bodily self-examinations or frequent visits to 
their cancer unit or general practitioners. Furthermore, while some people with a history of 
cancer may be aware of cancer-related cues and information, their anxiety about cancer 
recurrence manifests itself as avoidance of appropriate medical surveillance in follow-up care 
or avoidance of appropriate self-examination in an attempt to minimize or suppress worry. 
 
The existence of a bias towards threat-related information appears to be a feature of all anxiety 
conditions. In our model of FCR, excessive threat monitoring and behavioral and cognitive 
avoidance are central features of Cognitive Attentional Syndrome (CAS) and, as such, deserve 
specific attention in this treatment program.  
 
Threat monitoring usually takes the form of increased attention to signals of potential recurrence 
to reduce the risk of danger. Some degree of threat-monitoring in the presence of a history of 
life-threatening disease is adaptive and to be encouraged. However, excessive threat-
monitoring (over and above medical recommendations) may contribute to heightened FCR and 
maintain and exacerbate the ongoing cycle of worry.  
 
Threat monitoring in FCR can range from those patients who say they are simply more aware 
of their bodies to those who keep an active lookout for new symptoms to those who frequently 
self-examine their bodies or present for frequent medical examinations (well over and above 
standard follow-up care practices). The latter group is most likely to suffer from FCR. 
 

Derived from the manual for individually delivered ConquerFear, p. 73. 
 
The therapist teaches about threat monitoring and avoidance behavior: 

• Normalize threat monitoring as an adaptive way to avoid danger. 
• Point out that while some people tend to engage in excessive threat monitoring, others 

are more likely to demonstrate avoidance behaviors. 
• Excessive threat monitoring and avoidance behaviors can negatively impact many 

aspects of life, both physically, socially, and emotionally. See the individually delivered 
ConquerFear manual, p. 74-75 & 77-78, for further information. 
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Patients engaging in excessive threat monitoring 

• Are likely to be highly aware of bodily sensations. 
• May conduct excessive self-examinations. 
• May experience worsened physical symptoms (e.g., tenderness of the breast due to 

frequent self-examinations).   
• May have additional tests or frequently visit GP or oncologists.  
• May spend much time searching for information on the internet.  

 

Patient with avoidance behavior 

• May avoid responding to bodily sensations and symptoms. 
• May avoid conducting self-examinations. 
• May stay away from follow-up appointments and other health-related consultations. 
• May attempt to avoid cancer-related thoughts, places, certain people, or topics 

associated with cancer, as they may induce anxiety and worry. 
 

Although the behavior mentioned above may temporarily reduce FCR, it is important to stress 
that such behavior, in the long run, is likely to maintain or worsen the impact of FCR. At this point, 
it is helpful to re-introduce the treatment model by showing patients the diagram of the model and 
explaining how excessive threat monitoring and avoidance (both cognitive and behavioural) are 
central features of the problematic information processing style that we believe contributes to 
maintaining FCR. It is also worth highlighting again how unhelpful metacognitions fit into the 
model. 

 

Check here:  

a) That the patients understand this relationship.  

b) How credible the rationale for the session seems to them. 

c) Whether they have any questions before proceeding.  

 

Exercise: Assessing compliance with recommended follow-up care and self-examination 
practices  

Once the patients have a thorough understanding of the rationale for reducing excessive threat-
monitoring and avoidance, their degree of compliance with recommended follow-up care and self-
examination practices should be assessed using the following writing exercise:  
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• The patients are asked to complete Handout 5.2. Your knowledge about follow-up 
care. In this worksheet, the patients are asked to write down what they know and what 
they do not know about recommended follow-up care and self-examination practices. 
Note: If the patients express that they have not been given any information about follow-
up care, it is essential to emphasize that they should consult their oncologist to clarify any 
uncertainties.  

• After completing the handout, the therapist asks the patients, “Are there any discrepancies 
between what you do and what you have been instructed to do?” Notably, the following 
discussion should not be focusing on the specific content of what the patients have been 
instructed to do, as this may to some extent differ from one person to another. Instead, 
the discussion should focus on the discrepancies between what they do and what they 
are supposed to do and the consequences of deviating from the recommended follow-up 
care.   

• Furthermore, in cases where patients do not follow the recommended follow-up care, the 
therapist should ask the patients how they would react if they were to conduct self-
examinations. Would they visit their GP more or less often. Would such changes in 
behavior result in, e.g., more worries? If so, how should they cope with such worries? The 
therapist should here discuss DM and worry postponement as possible skills for coping 
with worry. 

• If necessary, the therapist should recommend that the patients develop a written 
agreement about self-examination and medical surveillance using Handout 5.3. 
Checking your symptoms sensibly (Note: This is only relevant for patients engaging in 
excessive threat monitoring or avoidance behavior).  

• Finally, the therapist should emphasize that recommended follow-up care and self-
examination may vary from one person to another. However, some general guidelines do 
apply. The therapist should elaborate upon these based on the national guidelines. 

• Handout 5.4 Follow-up care and lifestyle changes is given as home reading. The 
handout provides information about recommended follow-up care and lifestyle changes. 
It is important to emphasize that the reading may trigger FCR-related thoughts. Therefore, 
the reading should be seen as an opportunity to apply DM to trigger thoughts and to use 
worry postponement.  

 

HOMEWORK AND SESSION SUMMARY (15 minutes) 

The patients should be encouraged to continue the home practice of Attention Training Technique 
(ATT), apply Detached Mindfulness (DM) to FCR trigger thoughts, and use worry postponement.  

What do patients take home from today’s session? 

Questions? 
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5.2 SESSION 2 CHECKLIST 

� Review homework. 
� Introduce worry postponement. 
� Introduce the concept of threat-monitoring and avoidance. 
� Assess and discuss compliance with recommended follow-up care and self-examination 

practices using Handout 5.2. Your knowledge about follow-up care. 

HOMEWORK 

� Apply DM to trigger thoughts. 
� Practice use of DM and worry postponement. 
� If relevant, consult with medical staff, and complete the handout 5.3. Guidelines for 

Checking Your Symptoms Sensibly.  
� Read Handout 5.4. Follow-up care and lifestyle changes.  
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SESSION 6: TREATMENT SUMMARY AND RELAPSE PREVENTION 
 

6.1 SESSION MATERIAL 

Timeframe: 120 minutes (group session) 

Session Goals 

The goals of session 6 are to: 

• Review homework. 
• Resume the discussion about values and committed action. 
• Review and discuss what the patients’ have learned and their perceived progress. 
• Develop a plan for dealing with FCR in future situations – complete Handout 6.1. Plan 

for Dealing with FCR in the Future. 

 

Handouts 

• Handout 6.1. Plan for Dealing with Fear of Cancer Recurrence in the Future. 

 

PART 1: Review homework (20 minutes) 

Continue to discuss the application of DM to triggers and use of worry postponement. Discuss at-
home reading about follow-up care (Handout 5.2. Your knowledge about follow-up care). 
Repeat that the reading material focuses on general guidelines, and individual differences may 
apply. Encourage the patients to consult their oncologist when in doubt.  

 

PART 2: Discussion about values and planning of future goals 

The purpose of this part of the session is not to focus on the values and goals planned in the initial 
discussion in Session 2 but rather to reflect upon current values and set new goals for the future 
to come. With the newly acquired skills to cope with FCR, they should now be better positioned 
to pursue a value-based living. In addition, their values may have changed since Session 2, and 
some of the patients may have been unable to reach their initially planned goals. Instead of 
dwelling on failures, it is therefore important to make the patients aware that they are now in a 
better position to follow their values and set realistic goals. 

• The therapist may refer to the metaphor with the folder/book from Session 2 and 
emphasize that the patients have acquired a new set of skills during the treatment 
program. Using these skills will make paying less attention to their worries about cancer 
recurrence easier. This also allows them to live a more value-based living.  

• The patients are then asked to reflect upon the following:  
o What is important to make more room for in your life? 



33 
 

o Are there any obstacles in doing so? 
o What can be done to overcome these obstacles? 

 

BREAK (10 minutes) 

 

PART 3: Create Plan for Dealing with FCR in Future Situations (30 minutes) 

The therapist explains that the level of FCR and anxiety can fluctuate. Therefore, it is important 
to make plans for how to deal with FCR in future situations, even if the patient does not endorse 
high levels of current FCR. The therapist then summarizes the consequences of responding with 
worry, rumination, threat monitoring, and avoidance and emphasizes that the patients have 
acquired alternative, more adaptive skills, including controlling and shifting attention, applying 
detached mindfulness, postponement of worry, and becoming aware of and challenging 
metacognitive beliefs. 

The therapist then invites each individual to reflect upon what they have learned from the 
treatment program and complete Handout 6.1. Plans for Dealing with FCR in the Future. 

On this worksheet, the patients first write down what they have learned about: 

1. Their attention. 
2. Their behavior. 
3. Their thoughts. 

The patients then write down what they in future triggering situations plan to do concerning: 

1. Their attention. 
2. Their behavior.  
3. Their thoughts. 

The completed worksheet is discussed in the group, and the therapist encourages the patients to 
continue to practice the skills acquired throughout the treatment program. 

 

PART 4: Final Group Discussion (25 minutes) 

In this last part of the session, the patients’ experiences with the treatment program are discussed. 
The group discussion may focus on how it has been to be part of the group. Let the patients 
exchange contact information if desired.  

 

6.2 SESSION 2 CHECKLIST 

� Review DM, worry postponement, and home reading. 
� Reflect upon and discuss current values and goals. Note: their values and goals may have 

changed since the beginning of the treatment program.  



34 
 

� Discuss what the patients have learned throughout the treatment program. 
� Develop a plan for dealing with FCR in the future. 

 

HOMEWORK 

� The patients should be encouraged to continue the daily practice of ATT, DM, and worry 
postponement as needed. 
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Session 1: Client Handout 1 
How Fear of Cancer Recurrence Develops 

Copy of handout 1.1 from the individually delivered ConquerFear manual 

 



Session 2: Client Handout 1 
My Values: What is Important to Me? 

 

My Values: What is Important to Me? 
As we live our everyday lives and face life’s challenges, it is easy to lose sight of the things we 
find important: the hopes, aspirations, dreams and guiding principles that life is ‘supposed’ to be 
about. In this exercise, we invite you to carefully reflect upon your life and on what you value or 
think is important. Don’t agonize about what you should value or what others expect you to. This 
exercise is for you and the answers cannot be right or wrong. Ask yourself “if no-one knew I was 
working on this, what would I write”? 

Ask yourself:  

1. What would be meaningful to make more room for in your life? It could be something you 
would like to do more often, because it energizes you, or it could be to do less of 
something, thereby taking better care of yourself. 

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
2. Are there any thoughts, worries, emotions or practical circumstances hindering you in 

making more room for this in your life? 

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 

 
3. What can be done to overcome or reduce these obstacles? 

_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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Value Goal Action 
To be a caring parent. To give my son more 

attention in our everyday life. 
To attend his football match 
this Saturday and talk to him 
about it afterwards. 
 

To be a social person. To engage in more social 
activities. 

To call my friend tomorrow 
and arrange a lunch date. To 
ask my neighbor to go for a 
walk this week. 

To care for my health. To exercise more. To go for a 30-minute walk 
every Monday and Thursday 
morning. 
 

To experience personal 
peace. 

To have a less busy 
everyday life.  

To postpone the gardening 
for another week. To stop 
checking work e-mails at 
home.  

To be an attentive 
grandparent. 

To spend more time with my 
grandchild.  

To call my daughter on 
Wednesday and ask her if I 
can take my grandchild to the 
playground next week. 
  

To be creative. To start painting again. To set aside 20 minutes twice 
a week for painting. 
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Willingness and Commitment Worksheet 
 

What value do you want to put into play (or more into play) in your life? Values are like 
guiding stars. You set your course by them, but you never actually reach them or permanently 
realize them.  
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
  
Now pick a goal that you would like to achieve, with respect to this value, which would let you 
know that you are “on track”.  
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
  
Now pick one or more actions that will lead you to accomplish that goal.  
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
  
What internal “stuff” seems to stop you from achieving that goal?  
Emotions and sensations?  
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
  
Unhelpful rules (musts, shoulds) and evaluations (such as “I’ll never be any good at this”, “What 
is the point in trying”)?  
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
The key here is to look at this private stuff as what it is – just stuff – not what it says it is. Private 
stuff seems more powerful than reality sometimes. It often says it is something that is 
dangerous or something that is literally true. Take anxiety. It says it is powerful, like you have to 
run away from it or listen to what it says. Notice how “anxiety” is just a word that describes a 
bunch of thoughts and feelings. Notice how you can have those thoughts and feelings and still 
do what you value.  
 
Are you willing to make room for the thoughts and feelings that show up as a result of 
your committed action?  
 
YES: Go forward with your journey and experience it!  
NO: Go back, choose a different valued action, and repeat this exercise. 

From Ciarrochi & Bailey (2008) A CBT Practitioner’s Guide to ACT. New Harbinger Publications INC. 
Oakland. 
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DETACHED MINDFULNESS 

Detached Mindfulness (DM) has been described as a state of awareness of internal events (e.g. 
thoughts or feelings) without any attempt to judge, react or suppress them.  
 
Practicing DM means being more aware or more mindful of your thinking. It involves learning to:  

• Step back from your thoughts, and become an observer of your own thoughts  
• Understand that the self is much greater than just the content of our thoughts  
• See thoughts and feelings as forms of passing internal events  
• Accept your thoughts and feelings for what they are and observing them without judging 

them or reacting to them or trying to get rid of them.  
 
We know that trying to get rid of worries about cancer recurrence by distraction or avoidance is 
not an effective strategy. It might work for a short time, but the thoughts come back sooner or 
later. The aim of detached mindfulness is not to get rid of worries about cancer 
recurrence but to help you learn to get less caught up in them.  
 
If you learn to view your negative thoughts more objectively and not as facts but as subjective 
and passing internal events, like leaves floating down a stream or clouds passing in the sky, 
they can cause you much less distress or the distress that they do cause can be much shorter.  
Below are some examples of exercises you can use at home to practice experiencing a state of 
detached mindfulness. 

 

Free-Association Task 

With your eyes closed think about the following words in turn:  
 

Apple, Birthday, Seaside, Tree, Bicycle, Summertime, Roses. 
 
Allow your mind to roam freely in response to each of the words and just observe what happens 
when you watch your mind. What do you notice? The idea of this task is that you can apply this 
same approach to your negative thoughts and feelings. Next time worrying thoughts occur, just 
watch what your mind does without getting caught up in any thinking process. 
 
 
Thought Suppression Experiment 

It is important to learn the difference between detached mindfulness and trying to control or 
avoid thoughts. Trying to stop thoughts is a form of active engagement with them since you are 
trying to push them out of your mind. Pushing something out of your mind is hardly leaving 
something alone and so this effort backfires and you remain in contact with your thoughts.  
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For 3 minutes try to avoid all thoughts about a blue giraffe. Don’t allow yourself to have any 
thought connected with it, try to push it away. What did you notice? Did you think of a blue 
giraffe?  
 
Now let your mind roam freely for 3 minutes and if you have thoughts of blue giraffes watch 
them in a passive way as part of an overall landscape of thoughts. What do you notice? How 
important are any thoughts about a blue giraffe the second time around? 
 
Clouds Metaphor 
One way to understand detached mindfulness and what it requires is to consider experiencing 
your thoughts as you would experience clouds passing you by in the sky. The clouds are part of 
the Earth’s self-regulating weather system, and it would be impossible and unnecessary to try 
and control them. Try to treat your thoughts and feelings like you would treat passing clouds and 
allow them to occupy their own space and time in the knowledge that they will eventually pass 
you by. 
 
Passenger Train Metaphor 
In order to experience a state of detached mindfulness it is helpful to think of yourself as a 
passenger waiting for a train. Your mind is like a busy station and your thoughts and feelings 
are the trains passing through. There is no point in trying to stop and climb aboard a train that is 
passing by. Just be a bystander and watch your thoughts pass through. There is no point in 
climbing aboard to be whisked away to the wrong place. 
 
Daydreaming Technique  
It is typically the case that we become completely immersed in daydreams and live them as 
momentary reality. The practice of shifting to detached observer during daydreaming can 
provide a powerful subjective experience of detached mindfulness. Try engaging in a pleasant 
daydream, such as being in a relaxing favorite place or driving an exotic car or whatever else 
you care to imagine. Allow the daydream to continue but to step back from it and try to be aware 
of the self in the present as an observer of the daydream as it unfolds.  
 
Acknowledgments  
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SELF-ATTENTION RATING SCALE  

 
 
BEFORE ATT  
 
At this moment in time how much is your attention focused on yourself or on your external 
environment? Please indicate by selecting a number on the scale below:  
 

 
 
 
 
 
AFTER ATT  
 
At this moment in time how much is your attention focused on yourself or on your external 
environment? Please indicate by selecting a number on the scale below:  
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ATTENTION TRAINING TECHNIQUE (ATT) 

When people get anxious or stressed, they tend to direct their attention in particular ways. For ex-
ample, in such situations is not uncommon for people to: 

(i) Become highly self-conscious and aware of sensations in our bodies (for example, aware 
of physical sensations such as breathing or heartbeat, or “butterflies in the stomach”).  

(ii) Focus a lot on past problems (for example, going over and over things that happened in 
the past in our minds).  

(iii) Focus on the difficulties or demands of the stressful situation (e.g. feeling overwhelmed 
by the situation, thinking a lot about how difficult the present situation is that we find our-
selves in, and feeling unable to cope).  

These forms of self-preoccupation are all ways of using our attention. Of course, this is all very 
normal and we all do it to from time to time. The problem is, when we regularly direct our atten-
tion in this way, it can set up a cycle of self-focused attention that only serves to increase worry and 
stress, maintains low mood and promotes unhelpful behaviors.  

 

Thus, when we focus lots of attention on a problem, we become more sensitive to it, and it begins to 
amplify. “The more we focus on it, the more it grows”. A good example of sensitivity and amplifica-
tion is listening to a tap dripping in the middle of the night. Have you ever noticed how irritating a 
sound like a dripping tap can become when we direct our attention towards it?  

 

But what about distraction?  

A technique that is often used to break our attention is distraction (i.e. turning our attention away 
from something). Whilst distraction can sometimes be useful as a strategy, it does not always work 
very well, particularly when we choose to try to deliberately distract ourselves. For example, when 
people experience negative thoughts or feelings, they are often advised by others to “just forget 
about it” or “ignore it”. However, a major problem of distraction techniques is that distraction re-
quires you to keep in mind the very thing that you are trying to ignore. In addition, it also as-
sumes that people have the ability to redirect their attention as instructed, yet they may simply not 
possess this degree of attentional control.  

 

Interruption  

Alternatively, using all your attention in an absorbing activity (like work, exercise, or reading) can in-
terrupt us from directing too much attention towards ourselves and lead to less negative thinking and 
improvement in our mood.  
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The better we are able to switch from an excessive focus on the self (e.g. repetitive worry about can-
cer returning) to other forms of information (e.g. what is happening in the present moment), the more 
likely we are to think, feel and perform better. 

Yet, most people rarely make any serious attempts to change the way they focus their attention. 
Presumably this is because people develop automatic, habitual ways of using their attention and 
that these habits often feel beyond their control. 

There is, however, an increasing amount of scientific evidence to indicate that people can train their 
attention and, in so doing, become less likely to fall victim to high levels of worry and unpleasant 
emotions.  

 

The Attention Training Technique (ATT)  

The Attention Training Technique that you will be taught in this program is based upon some of this 
research. It involves the use of some simple techniques that are designed to give you better atten-
tional control. Specifically, the ATT will attempt to develop three (3) skills:  

• Focused Attention: the ability to sustain attention on one source of information when, and as 
required;  

• Attention Switching: the ability to shift attention flexibly between different sources of infor-
mation;  

• Divided Attention: the ability to maintain a state of “detached mindfulness” by simultaneously 
attending to several sources of information.  

 
Attention training is NOT like watching TV! Watching TV is a very passive activity. That is, when 
we watch TV, we allow our attention to be captured and it gets led around by someone or something 
other than us.  

In contrast, Attention Training is like going to a GYM for your attention! That is, the attention 
training exercises are just like using gym equipment – the more you exercise your attentional mus-
cles, the more you build them up, the more ability you develop. 

But gym equipment is only useful inside the gym, as it is merely preparing people for higher perfor-
mance outside the gym. After all, no one has yet won the Tour de France on the back of an exercise 
bike! It is important to realize that the equipment used in training is rarely appropriate for what hap-
pens in the real world.  

So it is with Attention Training. The techniques you will learn in this program are not intended 
to be used in response to anxiety or worry about cancer recurrence.  

Rather, they are designed to help you develop a greater ability to control your attention in day-to-day 
life and learn a greater number of possible responses (as your attention is less likely to be captured 
by your negative thoughts, worry, physical feelings, and bodily sensations). 

The Importance of Regular Practice  

Of course, old habits can be hard to change and it will require regular practice!  
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As such, this program is about getting you started with your Attention Training practice and helps 
you to maintain your practice at home.  

Over the coming weeks we ask you to plan some daily practice of ATT lasting approximately 12-15 
minutes per day. In this handout you will find instruction on how to prepare for ATT, how to practice 
ATT at home and a chart on which to record your progress with your home-based practice. 
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ATTENTION TRAINING AT HOME 
Being able to do the Attention Training exercise at home may require a little preparation on your 
part. This is because, to do it well, you will need to hear about nine different sounds.  
So, if there aren’t that many sounds naturally at home, you will need to create them yourself. 

 
Step 1:  
We would like you to identify or create:  
 
i  3 sounds in the room that you will choose to do the Attention Training exercise  

(e.g. a clock, radio tuned to music, the hum of a fan)  
 

ii  3 sounds in the near distance  
(e.g. microwave, wind chimes, TV in another room, dishwasher)  
 

iii  3 sounds in the far distance  
(e.g. traffic, rain, wind, birds, jackhammer)  
 

 

 

If you cannot create your own sounds you can use the guided audio recording of the Attention Train-
ing Technique which your therapist can give you free of charge. 

 

The Attention Training Exercise  
For Attention Training to be effective, it needs to be practiced regularly. You are asked to practice 
the exercise below once daily (for 12-15 minutes) for the next 5 weeks. While you are learning, use 
the monitoring log to record each time you complete the exercise. 

 
Step 2:  
The exercise is carried out in the same way as it was during your therapy session:  
 
i  Focus attention on individual sounds for about 30 seconds each (5 minutes in total)  

  

ii  Rapidly shift your attention between each sound for about 5 minutes  
 

iii  Widen your attention and try to listen to as many sounds as possible simultaneously 
(3-5 minutes) 
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Helpful Hints 

What to do 

DO choose a time to practice when you are generally at your most relaxed (e.g. early morning)  

 

DO get adequate rest. The exercise won’t work very well if you drop off to sleep every time you sit 

down for a moment. 

 

DO think of attention training as a skills training program (i.e. training in the skill of attention control)  

 

DO attempt the practice the exercises. Attention Training won’t work if you don’t spend time using 

the skills 

 

What not to do 

DON’T choose a time when you are likely to be interrupted (e.g. at work) or that isn’t realistic (e.g.  

on the train) 

 

DON’T worry if your mind wanders during practice. Just gently bring it back to the task.  

 

DON’T use Attention Training as a way of coping with bad events  

 

DON’T be discouraged if you have some difficulty with the task at first. You will improve with prac-

tice 

  



Session 3: Handout 3 
Attention Training  

Copy of handout 2.3 from the individually delivered ConquerFear manual 

 
Attention Training Technique (ATT) Home-Based Practice Summary Sheet  
 
For ATT to be effective it needs to be practiced regularly. The following chart allows you to rec-
ord when you have practiced the technique and record any observations, questions or comments 
you would like to discuss with your therapist.  
 
Rate how self-focused you were before and after each practice. 
 

 
 

Week How self-
focused 
are you? 

Mon Tue Wed Thur Fri Sat Sun Comments / Questions 

1 Before         

 After         

2 Before         

 After         

3 Before         

 After         

4 Before         

 After         

Acknowledgments The information contained in this information sheet was developed by the Metacognitive 
Therapy Institute. For further information, see www.mct-institute.com 
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The statements below refer to ways people consider their thoughts about possible cancer 
recurrence.  
 
Please indicate how much you agree with each statement by circling the appropriate number 
from 1 to 4.
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LEARNING TO POSTPONE YOUR WORRY 

What is Worry Postponement?  
Worry can occur at any time or place, often without you being aware of its exact triggers. As 
such, worry can be very interfering when going about your daily life. A strategy to deal with this 
problem is to postpone your worry to a particular “worry period”. By learning to postpone your 
worry, it will be less intrusive in your life and you will be managing your worry effectively, giving 
you a greater sense of control. The steps to postpone your worry are outlined below. Be 
prepared to practice this approach again and again. It does take some time and patience.  
 
1. Create a worry period:  

• To begin, choose a particular time, place, and length of time (no more than 20 minutes) 
for worrying. This time, place and duration should be the same each day (for example, 
6pm, guest room, 10 min)  

• Make this place unique and comfortable, free from distractions. It should not be 
somewhere you go to regularly, like a lounge room chair. If possible, somewhere you 
assign for the worry period only.  

• The time should be convenient for you, so you can regularly follow through with the task, 
and at least 2 hours before bed time.  

 
2. Postpone your worry  

• As soon as you become aware of a worry, tell yourself that you will postpone it to the 
worry period.  

• If you need to, note your worry briefly on paper (in a couple of words only).  
• Remind yourself that you will have time to think about it later, no need to worry about it 

now; you will be in a better position to deal with the worry in the worry period; and there 
are more important or pleasant things to attend to right now, rather than worry.  

• Turn your focus to the present moment and the activities of the day to help let go of the 
worry until the worry period has arrived. Tip: You can use some of the detached 
mindfulness strategies you have learned in this program to help you detach yourself 
from any remaining worry.  

• Finally, decide what is the most important and best thing you can practically do for 
yourself right now. Take immediate action to do something that is practical, positive, 
pleasant, active or nurturing. 

 
3. Come back to your worries at the designated worry period:  

• When your worry period comes around, settle yourself down at the place you had 
planned and take some time to reflect on the worries you had during the day. Some 
points to remember are:  

• Only worry about the things you have noted if you feel you must.  
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• If all or some of the worries you wrote down are no longer bothering you or no longer 
seem relevant, then no further action is required.  

• If you do need to worry about some of them, spend no longer than the set amount of 
time you specified for your worry period. It may also be helpful to write your thoughts and 
a plan of action on paper rather than worrying in your head. You can do this in whatever 
way feels right to you. 

 
Note: Later on you will learn more specifically what to do with your worries, but for now just 
focus on the process of postponing your worries throughout the day and only worrying at a set 
time of the day. Worry postponement may seem like a strange thing to do, and it may seem like 
an effort to carry a notepad around to jot down your worries and commit to sitting down and 
reflecting on the days worries at a set time every day. It is important to do this at the start 
because you are developing a difficult and new skill. But with time and practice in this formal 
way, you will be able to do it effectively more informally. Also, typically people predict that they 
won’t be able to postpone their worrying, but often people are surprised that they are actually 
able to postpone many of their worries, and experience a greater sense of control.  
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YOUR KNOWLEDGE ABOUT FOLLOW-UP CARE 

In this writing exercise, we will ask you to write down what you know and what you would like to 
know more about with respect to follow-up care and self-examinations. 

 

Has your general practitioner (GP) or oncologist asked you to look out for symptoms of recurring 
or new cancer? 

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

If yes, what have you been told to do to monitor possible symptoms of cancer recurrence? 

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

How often have you been told to look out for possible symptoms of cancer recurrence? 

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Have you been shown how to monitor possible symptoms correctly? 

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

How often and for how long do you examine your body for signs of recurring or new cancer? 

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

Exactly what are you looking for? 

____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Has your GP or oncologist provided you with other guidelines and advice in addition to 
conducting self-examinations to reduce the risk of cancer recurrence?  

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
 

What would you like to know more about? 

______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
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GUIDELINES FOR CHECKING YOUR SYMPTOMS SENSIBLY 
 
 
This exercise is designed to help you set some sensible limits around the way you 
check for changes in your body, how often and what you do if you notice changes. 
Every change is not cause for alarm! For changes that persist, remember to use 
common sense in taking steps to address them. Managing fear of recurrence is not 
about over-reacting to everything OR about placing your head in the sand and 
ignoring serious symptoms. This exercise aims to help you to practice calm, 
common-sense and problem solving.  
 

 
Self-Examination (You can discuss the specifics with your doctor)  
 
My self-examination goal is to: (e.g. conduct breast self-examination on a monthly basis, 
check the inside of my mouth and throat for changes once every month)  
 
 
 
 
 
What I will do is: (e.g. conduct a thorough check of both breasts and chest wall)  
 
 
 
 
 
When I will do it is: (e.g. after my monthly menstrual period; have a PSA test when 
recommended)  
 
 
 
 
 
What I need in order to achieve this goal is: (e.g. Visit breast nurse for another 
demonstration in how to do BSE effectively; discuss which doctor will order the PSA)  
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Responding to New Symptoms  
 
To help me find a balance between attending to new symptoms and not letting my anxiety 
run away with me I can ask myself:  

• what else can explain this? (e.g physical exertion like gardening; a long day out; an 
un-related illness)  

• has this happened before/what was the outcome then?  
 
I will seek help if the following general symptoms occur:  

• A lump anywhere in the body that won’t go away  
• Changes to a mole  
• Cough or hoarseness that won’t go away  
• A change in bowel habits: diarrhoea or constipation for more than six weeks  
• Any abnormal bleeding  
• Unexplained weight loss.  

 
Additional symptoms that my doctors have advised me to look out for are:  
 
 
 
 
 

  
As a general rule, I will make an appointment to see my GP or oncology specialist if a 
new symptom:  

A. doesn’t go away in a week, or  
B. if it is severe or painful.  

 
If I feel worried about cancer recurrence whilst I am trying to decide about whether to 
make an appointment or while waiting see a doctor I can: (e.g use detached 
mindfulness in response to worry triggers, discuss my concerns with a person that will be 
able to support me, use worry postponement)  
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INFORMATION ABOUT FOLLOW-UP CARE AND LIFESTYLE CHANGES TO 

REDUCE THE RISK OF DEVELOPING CANCER RECURRENCE 
 

In addition to the specific techniques you have learned in this treatment program to keep worries 
about cancer recurrence to a manageable level, there are a number of simple lifestyle changes 
you can make which may reduce the risk of developing a secondary cancer. Many of these 
lifestyle changes also reduce the risk of developing other health problems like cardiovascular 
disease and diabetes. We have compiled information about these lifestyle changes below.  
Furthermore, follow-up care can be confusing for many people. What follow-up care entails and 
the rationale for why it occurs is often poorly understood. We have included some information 
below about follow-up care and some suggested questions you might wish to ask your doctor to 
help you get the most out of your follow-up appointments. 

 

1. Follow-up care after completion of cancer treatment  
After completion of treatment (which might have included any combination of surgery, 
chemotherapy and radiotherapy), the medical team will make a plan for your ongoing care. In 
the busy time after treatment is finished, it is easy to forget what has been discussed about 
follow-up as it may seem less critical than receiving active treatment. 

 
 
Many people find it helpful to have a written care plan outlining the frequency of follow-up 
visits and providing information on investigations that may be necessary. Speak to your 
doctor whether you can have a written care plan for your follow-up care. 
 

 

 

1.1 The purpose of follow-up care  
It is important for you to understand the purpose of follow-up visits. In general, follow-up visits 
allow the doctor to:  

• check on progress  
• monitor any ongoing treatments (for example women treated for breast cancer may 

commonly be taking hormone-blocking treatments for five years or longer)  
• assess emotional adjustment  
• assess any new symptoms  
• arrange investigations in some cases, depending on the particular cancer and treatment. 

 

1.2 Questions which may be useful to ask about follow-up  
Follow-up visits are also an opportunity for the client to ask questions, and receive information 
from their doctor (for example to ask about reports in the media about a new cancer treatment). 
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Writing a list of questions is often helpful to ensure that all of the client’s concerns are 
addressed in follow-up appointments. Examples of some questions include:  

• What can I do to reduce the chance of my cancer coming back?  
• Why do I need check-ups?  
• What happens during check-ups?  
• How often will I need to come for check-ups?  
• Are check-ups effective: do they always show up problems if there are any?  
• What symptoms should I be looking out for?  
• What tests will I have if a follow-up appointment shows signs that the cancer may have 

come back?  
• How long will it be before I can get on with living my life again without always thinking 

about my cancer?  
• What should I do if I have any new symptoms between appointments?  
• How long will I have to take the medications that I am on?  
• Are there any side effects from the drugs that I am taking?  
• Who will manage any long-term side effects such as pain and fatigue?  
• What other long-term side effects might I have?  
• Is there any treatment for the side effects that I may have?  
• Where can I go to get further information about my follow-up care?  
• Will my GP be involved in my follow-up care?  
• What can I do to make it easier going back to work and getting back into my social life 

again?  
 
If you see doctors other than your cancer specialist it is very important that you tell them about 
your cancer and its treatment.  

 
1.3 Taking an active approach to picking up problems  
Being ‘body aware’ can be a useful technique – for example developing a habit of checking the 
skin, breasts or testicles every month for any abnormal changes. However, it is important that 
this checking does not become too frequent or take over.  
Possible signs of cancer are:  

• A lump anywhere in the body that won’t go away  
• Changes to a mole  
• Cough or hoarseness that won’t go away  
• A change in bowel habits: diarrhea or constipation for more than six weeks  
• Any abnormal bleeding  
• Unexplained weight loss.  

 
Of course, these symptoms can be due to conditions other than cancer, and should be 
assessed by a doctor  
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1.4 Responding to new symptoms  
The doctor who has provided your treatment can give you information about symptoms which 
you should look out for and report. They can also give you some idea about how likely they 
believe it is that any symptoms might occur. People differ in their attitude towards getting “every 
last bit of information”, some instead preferring to “just take things as they come”.  
 
Developing new symptoms does not necessarily mean that the cancer has come back. A lot of 
symptoms will have nothing to do with cancer. As a general rule, if a symptom doesn’t go away 
in a week, or if it is very severe, it is best to make an appointment for review by a GP or your 
treating specialist.  
 
The skills you have learned in this treatment program may help to keep worry in check in the 
period that you are waiting for mild symptoms to resolve.  

 
1.5 Making sense of survival statistics  
Doctors often talk about ‘5-year’ or ‘10-year’ survival for different types of cancer. These 
statistics cause a lot of confusion and concern for many people.  
Basically ‘5-year survival’ and ‘10-year survival’ refers to the percentage of people who are 
living five or 10 years after their diagnosis with a certain type of cancer. For example, about 83 
out of every 100 men (83%) diagnosed with prostate cancer will be alive five years after they 
are diagnosed. This doesn’t mean that all these men are cured. But it does not mean that they 
will only live for five years either!  
 
Some patients may be cured but for others their cancer will come back (recur) in this five-year 
period. They may have another lot of treatment and continue to live for many more years. For 
some patients the cancer will come back after the five years. 
 

Generally, the more time that goes by, the less likely it is that the cancer will come back. The 
more years that a person lives without the cancer coming back, the higher the chance of a 
complete cure. This is true for most types of cancers.  

 

1.6 How accurate are the statistics?  
Five-year and 10-year cancer survival rates are very general. They include everyone with that 
type of cancer at all stages and grades of the disease. People treated effectively at an early 
stage can generally count on their survival being better than the average five-year or 10-year 
rate, while people treated while their cancer is at a later stage may have a slightly poorer 
outlook.  
 

No statistic can say exactly what will happen for a particular individual. 
Every person is unique. 
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1.7 Are survival rates improving?  
Statistics take many years to collect and therefore are usually slightly out of date. For example, 
for a person diagnosed with cancer in 2020, the five-year survival rate available may be from 
2016. With cancer treatments improving all the time, the outcome is likely to be better than it 
would have been reported in 2016. It may be reassuring to know that statistics such as five-year 
survival rates are likely to change and improve for many types of cancers in the next 20 years.  

 
1.8 Coping with anxiety before check-ups  
Many cancer survivors say that they begin to feel very anxious before their routine check-ups. 
Sleeping problems, having bad dreams and feeling more general aches and pains than usual 
are not uncommon in the lead-up to the appointment. Some people say that they suffer from 
mood swings and poor appetite.  
Some people find that the following strategies help:  

• Taking a close friend or relative to the check-up  
• Making the day something to look forward to, by planning to do something special after 

the appointment, like going out for a meal, or buying a treat  
• Framing check-ups as positive opportunities to increase the chance of any problems 

being picked up early, when they are easier to treat.  
 
 
2. Keeping well through a healthy lifestyle  
There is increasing research showing that a healthy lifestyle reduces the chance of cancer 
coming back and reduces the risk of new cancers developing. A healthy way of living also has 
lots of other benefits such as reducing the risk of developing heart disease, high blood pressure 
and diabetes. However before you make any big changes to your lifestyle, for example starting 
a new exercise program or changing your diet, you should make sure that it is safe for you. Your 
doctor or nurse can also support you through any changes you are making and help to ensure 
that positive changes are long-lasting.  

 

2.1 Healthy eating  
A healthy balanced diet is an important part of staying well after treatment for cancer. There is 
no particular diet or food that can cause or cure cancer. However, a balanced diet that gives all 
nutrition needed and keeps weight in the healthy range can help to reduce the risk of cancer 
coming back after treatment. Weight gain can be a side effect of cancer treatment and it can be 
very difficult to lose the weight again. We recommend that you follow the national dietary 
recommendations for adults. 
 
If you are overweight, even a modest amount of weight loss (ie, 5-10% of your body weight or 5-
10kg for a 100kg person) has been shown to confer significant health benefits, including 
reducing the risk of most chronic diseases, like diabetes and heart disease, and improving long-
term management for those with such conditions. Modest weight loss, for those who are 
overweight following a diagnosis of cancer, may also reduce the risk of cancer recurrence. 
Modest weight loss can be achieved through regular physical activity and a healthy diet. If you 
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have concerns about your weight and would like to lose weight talk to your GP about referral to 
appropriate weight loss services in your local area (e.g. dietician, weight loss group at local 
hospital etc).  
 

2.3 Keeping well through physical activity  
Research has shown that there is a strong link between cancer and physical activity. Physical 
activity after a diagnosis of cancer has many benefits, including improvements in quality of life, 
immune function, body image and lower levels of fatigue, pain, depression, anxiety and stress. 
Regular physical activity also helps with weight control; and this may reduce the risk of cancer 
coming back. In addition, physical activity has many other health benefits, such as reducing the 
risk of developing other cancers and other health problems like cardiovascular disease and 
diabetes, and helping most people to look and feel better!  
 
Most people find that activities they enjoy are much easier to continue long-term. It is important 
to choose activities that can fit into normal routine, and it is helpful to think of movement as an 
opportunity, not an inconvenience. 
 
 
2.4 Physical activity as part of daily life 
Any activity done as part of normal daily routine can be used to increase physical activity level 
and benefit health. Every day activities include: 

• Doing some gardening instead of watching TV 
• Walking up the stairs instead of using the lift 
• Doing home duties, such as vacuuming, sweeping or washing the car 
• Parking the car further away from the shopping centre and walking the extra distance. 

 

 
3. Exercise and Physical Activity 
 
3.1 Planned physical activity 
There are three types of planned activities that will help to improve health and fitness: 
 
a) Aerobic activities 
These activities increase heart rate and help to improve overall fitness. Examples are 
walking, golf, tennis, treadmill exercise, dancing and dragon boat racing. 
 
b) Resistance (strength-based) activities 
These activities help to build muscles or prevent muscle loss. However, doing them correctly is 
important for safety. Accessing professional advice on how to get started, for example from a 
physiotherapist, exercise physiologist or accredited exercise professional at a local gym is 
helpful. The use of an elastic band or light weights at home can also be useful. 
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c) Stretching (flexibility) activities 
These activities help to improve flexibility. The same professional who helps with strength 
activities can demonstrate stretching activities. 
 
The aim should be to work towards moderate-level, aerobic exercise, like brisk walking, for 30 
minutes a day, at least 5 times per week. Resistance exercises (to increase muscle strength) 
are also recommended 2–3 times per week. Those who have not been very physically active in 
the past will take many months to build up to this level of activity and there is no need to rush 
things. 
 
Key concepts: 

• Some is better than none 
• More is generally better than less BUT 
• Start slowly, and increase slowly 

 
 
3.2 When not to exercise 
It is recommended to not exercise in the following contexts: 

• A temporary minor illness, such as a cold or viral infection, or feeling unusually unwell 
• Chest pain 
• Unusual fatigue and/or muscle weakness 
• Recurring leg pain or cramps 
• Bone, back or neck pain of recent origin 
• Vomiting (in the last 24–36 hours) 
• Feeling of disorientation or confusion  
• Dizziness, blurred vision or faintness  
• Sudden onset of difficulty in breathing  
• Known blood counts that are below normal  
• Foot or ankle sores that won’t heal, or  
• Any other unusual sensation.  

 
Medical review is recommended for the above symptoms.  
 

3.3 Exercise and safety  
Keeping several factors in mind can help to maintain safety and comfort:  

• Wearing loose-fitting, comfortable and light clothing  
• Wearing comfortable, proper-fitting and closed-in shoes  
• Having a water bottle and drinking plenty of water before, during and after exercise  
• Using sun protection if exercising outdoors during summertime – sunscreen and hat  
• Exercising in an area with good air flow and avoiding getting over-heated.  
• Starting slowly and ending slowly during each exercise session  
• Stopping if something’s not right  
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After each session, people who have not been active for some time may experience slight 
muscle soreness following the first few sessions. This is normal, will not last, and can be 
minimized by:  

• Starting each session slowly  
• Doing cool-down activities (like slow walking or gentle stretching)  

 
Developing any of the following conditions while being active means that exercise 
should be stopped, and medical advice sought:  

• Chest pain, pressure or heaviness, or tingling in your arms  
• Unsteady, rapid or fluttery heartbeat  
• Any other unusual feeling, such as dizziness or faintness  

 
 
3.4 Keeping well by reducing risk factors for cancer:  
a) Smoking  
Smoking is one of the most common risk factors for developing cancer, including lung cancer,  
cancer of the bladder, kidney, mouth, stomach and oesophagus. Your doctor can provide you 
with information about available services to provide help with smoking cessation. Most people 
who try to quit smoking don’t succeed on their first attempt so it is important not to feel daunted, 
rather viewing each attempt to quit as a rehearsal for future success. 
 
b) Alcohol  
Alcohol is a known risk factor for cancer. Besides cancer, heavy use of alcohol can cause short-
term and long-term health problems such as cirrhosis of the liver, alcohol dependence, strokes, 
suicide, injury and car accidents.  
 
There is convincing evidence that alcohol is associated with an increased risk of cancers of the 
mouth, pharynx, larynx, oesophagus, colorectum (in men) and breast. Alcohol probably 
increases the risk of colorectal cancer in women and liver cancer. Unlike cardiovascular 
disease, there is no evidence that alcohol at any level has any protective effect against cancer.  
 
Those who do not drink should not take up drinking alcohol. For people who do drink alcohol, it 
is recommended to follow the national guidelines for alcohol consumption.  
 
 
Smoking and alcohol together have a synergistic effect on cancer risk. This means that 
combined effects of smoking and alcohol are significantly greater than the risk from 
the individual risk added together. 
 

 
 
Acknowledgements  
The information in the booklet about follow-up care and lifestyle factors was adapted from 
information developed by Dr. Michael Jefford and the Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre 



Session 5: Client Handout 4 
Follow-Up Care and Life Style Changes 

 
 

(published by the Cancer Council Victoria) and Dr Meagan Brennan (The Patricia Ritchie Centre 
for Cancer Care and Research).  
 
References:  
Cancer Council Victoria 2010. Life after cancer: a guide for cancer survivors.  
Melbourne: Cancer Council Victoria.  
 
The Patricia Ritchie Centre for Cancer Care and Research and Centre for Medical Psychology 
and Evidence-Based Decision Making 2010. Life after breast cancer care plan and guide to 
staying healthy.  
 
The information about exercise after breast cancer was developed by Dr. Sandi Hayes from the 
Queensland University of Technology and Associate Professor Elizabeth Eakin from the 
University of Queensland, and is based on recommendations for exercise after cancer 
published by the Australian Association for Exercise and Sport Science.  
 
Reference:  
Hayes SC, Spence RR, Galvao DA, et al. Australian Association for Exercise and Sport Science 
position stand: Optimising cancer outcomes through exercise Journal of Science and Medicine 
in Sport 2009: 12; 428-434. 



Session 6: Client Handout 1 
Plan for Dealing with FCR in the Future 

 

MY PLAN FOR DEALING WITH FEAR OF CANCER RECURRECE IN THE FUTURE 

In the past weeks, you have learned a set of strategies to help you deal with your fear of cancer 
recurrence. Below, you can write down what you have learned in this treatment program and 
make a plan for how you can deal with fear of cancer recurrence in future situations. 

What I have learned: What do I plan to do in the future with: 
 

1. About my attention 
(for example, I can control my attention) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. My attention 
(for example, When I start worrying, I observe my 
trigger-thoughts as “inner noise”) 

2. About my behavior 
(for example, I do not need to check my breast as often 
as I did) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. My behavior 
(for example, I will only check my breast thoroughly 
once a month)  

3. About my thinking 
(for example, I do not need to “get caught up” in my 
thoughts) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. My thoughts 
(for example, I will deal with trigger-thoughts by using 
detached mindfulness and postpone my worries to a 
later set time)  
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