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A special note for you!  

Thank you for downloading this eBook.  I hope these phrases will support and 
comfort your friend who has cancer. 

I wrote this eBook and a longer book, 100 Acts of Love, after my 44-year old 
husband, Art, died from cancer.   

Many, many friends, co-workers and relatives supported our family as Art fought 
cancer.  After his death they rallied around my kids and I,  but I witnessed many of 
them struggle to find the right words to comfort us.  A few of them unintentionally said 
words that hurt and/or were not helpful. 

This eBook - “Words That Hurt. Words That Help.” - is based on my family’s 
experiences and on the many discussions I’ve had with people with cancer and 
cancer survivors.  From our experiences, we learned how powerful words can be for 
those facing this frightening illness. 

I know that you matter to your friend with cancer.  By telling you about their diagnosis, 
they are sharing their struggle with you.  Offering the right words of comfort and 
encouragement is the first step towards loving your friend.  

Thank you for stepping up to help them.  

If you use any of these tips or want to share one you came up with, I would love to 
hear from you!  Please send an email me  at info@100ActsofLove.com or find me 
on LinkedIn, Instagram and FaceBook. 
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INTRODUCTION

You just heard your friend has cancer. You’re stunned and saddened and frankly . . 
.scared.  You want to say something that will make them feel better, that says, “I care 
about you.”  

At the same time, you’re afraid of saying the wrong thing.  This fear only increases 
your chances of making a mistake, so now you feel stuck.  

A friend of mine once confessed, “I feel like I missed the class on what to say!”  

Most people do; you’re not alone. The problem with this feeling is that you begin to 
wonder if anything you say will help. You doubt your creative and loving spirit 
which is exactly what your friend needs.   If you are anything like me, you tell 
yourself you’ll call tomorrow or stop by next week. But tomorrow and next week come 
and go and you haven’t said anything.  So you keep promising yourself to visit, to 
call, or to write.  

Then you hear that your friend is better or, worse, 
that your friend has died, and the guilt comes 
rushing in.  You should have said something.  You 
didn’t mean to but you have become one of those 
people who made the biggest mistake…  

You said nothing!

Or maybe you said something like, “If you need anything, let me know” (which is 
the least helpful thing to say - more on that in the phrases section).  However, you 
may have noticed that one person who seemed to know exactly what to say.  They 
seem magical. And you wonder how they know how to bring comfort to your friend.  

I wrote this guide so you can be that magical person.  
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My name is Kim Hamer and I’m a widow.  My husband, Art, was diagnosed with 
Stage IV cancer at the age of 42. He was a mentally-strong and goal focused man 
and that’s why in eight months he was cancer free.  

But…the cancer had other ideas. It came back less than two years later and four 
months after his second diagnosis, at the age of 44, he died.  Our kids were 12, 9 
and 7 at the time. 

People often say I’m strong and courageous but trust me, I’m not. I’m able to write 
this today because of the thousands of small and deeply significant ways friends 
supported us.  Their support began when they reacted to Art’s illness.  What they 
said gave us courage.  What they did made their words real.  I drew strength from 
them.  They are why I’m alive and relatively sane today. ☺  
 

You are uniquely qualified to help your friend,          
in your very own special way!  YOU MATTER!

Every kind word, every helpful task done was 
an important part of our family’s journey both 
before and after Art died.    

I remember the day I realized I needed help. I 
had been trying to manage his upcoming surgery, his chemo schedule, all while 
trying to care for our three young kids and work.

 
It wasn't going well, but I didn't know how to ask for help or what kind of help I 
needed.  

DO NOT wait for your friend to ask for help because she probably won’t!
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Friends, family members and co-workers stepped in helped in creative and inspiring 
ways. I started calling their actions “acts of love.”  

And what did all this help do for us?  It was like having a giant safety net below 
us. We felt safe, loved and protected. We knew we’d be ok.  It had a big impact on 
our communities– co-workers, school friends, neighbors, relatives, too. They felt 
valued and empowered. They felt like they mattered. They did.   

Not all intended acts of love are true acts of love. Some people let fear or 
martyrdom get in the way and they said unhelpful and hurtful things. 

Comments like: “Why don’t you….” or  
“Stay positive!” felt like we were being 
judged and felt false. Others simply 
ignored Art’s illness and the turmoil 
that engulfed our lives, saying nothing 
at all. 

Before Art was sick, I was one of those people who said the wrong thing or said 
nothing at all.  Now I know the power of a friend’s simple and loving words!   

I want to share with you how easy it is to say the right thing, to bring a bit of 
comfort to your friend with cancer.   

These phrases are not meant to be a definitive list. They are meant to serve as a 
jumping off point for you. I’m simply opening the door, kissing you on the cheek and 
sending you on your way to do great and wonderful things for your friend with cancer.    

When you commit to saying words that matter, you are saying to your friend “I see 
you. I’m sorry this is happening to you. Thank you for being in my life.”  You get to 
connect more deeply. It helps them. It helps you. It’s a beautiful win-win!  

WORDS THAT HURT. WORDS THAT HELP       100ACTOFLOVE.COM                                 �5

Before Art was sick, I was one of 
those people who did or said the 

wrong thing.  

http://100ActofLove.com


CHAPTER 1 
Why We Say the Wrong Thing

THE REALITY IS … 
You won’t find many specific instructions in the media that tell you how to talk to your 
friend with cancer.  Honest conversations about cancer have just begun to get 
national attention. Unless you’ve been through a similar experience, or are just 
naturally super-empathetic, there is just no way for you to know what to say or 
what not to say. Not knowing what to say is nothing to be ashamed of unless you 
read this and still say nothing. Then seriously, you should feel bad!  

WHY WE SAY STUPID STUFF
You can avoid saying stupid things to someone dealing with cancer, but you have to 
know why you’re tempted to say them in the first place. There are many reasons why 
we might cause discomfort to those we want to comfort, but here are three big ones.  

A. Discomfort 

Cancer, yuck! Death— no thank you. If your friend, the person you expect to be your 
friend for the rest of your life, has cancer, that means she could die. If she can get 
cancer and maybe die, so can you. 

In situations like this it’s common to want to separate your friend’s experience from 
your own so your brain can tell you this probably won’t happen to you. One recent 
study showed that female friends of women who had Stage IV breast cancer were 
more UNLIKELY to get their own breasts checked. If you can trick yourself into 
believing that you’re immune to cancer, you won’t have to feel discomfort. You won’t 
have to face your mortality or that of your friend. Cancer shoves our mortality in our 
faces, and I know only a few people who are ok with looking at it! Discomfort makes 
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us want to distance ourselves and distancing ourselves opens the opportunity to say 
dismissive, mean and hurtful words even if we didn’t mean them.  
  

b. Inadequacy 

If you are an American, you know we are fiercely independent. We have a “can do” 
attitude with a strong dose of “anything is possible if you work hard enough.” We fix 
things and make them better! Unless you’re researching the cure for a particular 
cancer, you can’t fix or make your friend’s cancer better. This realization leaves us 
feeling inadequate. When we try to distance ourselves from these feelings, we tend to 
say hurtful, dismissive words.  

c. Lack of Importance 

You are important to many, many people, but unless they tell you how important 
you are, you probably downplay your role in your friends’ lives.  We tell 
ourselves we don’t matter.  We think that whatever small thing we were going to 
say won’t matter. We think our friend with cancer doesn’t need us. Nothing 
could be farther from the truth! 

You matter. 

Your friend needs you and…you CAN handle it. You are stronger, smarter and more 
creative than you think! Helping is not about saying precisely the right thing. It’s 
about showing up! 
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CHAPTER 2 
How Not to Say the Wrong Thing 

Not putting your foot in your mouth is easier than you think. Follow these three steps 
and I guarantee that you will feel more comfortable and more confident and that what 
you say will help your friend with cancer. To get the most out of these steps, however, 
you will need to practice. Also, there is no such thing as one-and-done when moving 
through these steps. Each interaction with your friend with cancer may require you to 
repeat one or all of these steps.  

1. Acknowledge the Situation
Their situation sucks! It really, really does. No matter which way you slice it, it’s just 
not good to have cancer. And no matter what you say or do, you can’t make it go 
away.  That’s important to acknowledge. You are powerless to do anything other than 
offer help. But that help is no small thing!  Your simple words, when your friend has 
cancer, are amplified. But before you can know what to say, you need to 
acknowledge their crappy situation.   

2. Acknowledge Your Feelings
This is challenging for most. Who wants to cry about someone else’s misfortune, 
especially when it feels like it won’t help a darn thing? But feeling your feelings 
(hurt, anger, resentment, sadness) and acknowledging them is an important part of 
connecting with your friend. Suppressing them almost guarantees that you will say 
something stupid or hurtful because you have not acknowledged how you feel.   

DO NOT under any circumstances CRY ON the shoulder of your friend with 
cancer! It is not their job to comfort you. Find someone else’s shoulder to cry on. 
Follow the ring of comfort and you won’t go wrong.  
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3. Acknowledge Your Need for Time 

Look, most cancers don’t go away in month. Your friend will need your love, care and 
kind words for months. There is no need to rush in! In fact, you can be more helpful in 
months three or four than you can be in the beginning.  

Once you get though these three steps, your heart is softer and your ability to be 
extraordinarily helpful will skyrocket! By allowing yourself to feel, you have opened 
yourself up to be loving and creative, which are the two prerequisites for giving real 
support. You are in the best possible place to help your friend.  You’ll be able to think 
about your friend and figure out something wonderful to say. It will come to you once 
you clear away the gunk.  
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So there you have it—why we say stupid stuff and how not to say stupid stuff. Now 
it’s time to dig into the five things never to say and what to say instead.  

There are many, many, many phrases you should just not say. In fact, it amazes me 
how unintentionally mean a friend or acquaintance can be! I have collected these top 
five what-not-to say phrases from conversations with over 250 individuals who have 
experienced cancer. In other words, the experts have spoken.  

Do Overs 

Depending on how many people you have encountered with cancer, you may have 
uttered at least one of these unfortunate phrases. But there’s no need to feel shame 
or embarrassment because you can have a do-over! Apologizing for your careless 
words just makes your friend respect you more. You recognized the mistake and you 
came back to make it right. It says a lot about your strength of character and your 
love for the person who really needs support right now. Do-overs are good! That’s 
why at the end of each What Not To Say, I have provided a “do-over” phrase you can 
use. Or use your own. The most important part is to do it over!   
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CHAPTER 3 
#1 Don’t say “IF YOU NEED ANYTHING LET ME KNOW.”

Why Not Say It 

It is the LEAST helpful thing you can say! You’re asking the person in crisis to figure 
out three things.  

1. What she needs: she’s in crisis and has no idea.  
2. What you mean by “anything”: walk the dog or pick up a sick toddler from pre-

school?  
3. Find the courage to ask you to do something that you may not really want to 

do! In short, when she’s overwhelmed and terrified you are asking her to ask 
you to do something that you may not want or be able to do.  

You have added to her burden rather than relieving it.  This is why this is the least 
helpful statement.  

Be specific about the kind of help you want to offer AND offer more than once. 

What to Say Instead 

Be specific when you offer support. Statements like “I’m happy to walk your dog 
every Saturday and Sunday” or “I am available to pick up last-minute groceries for 
you” or “I’d like pay for a housekeeper for the next six months” are extremely helpful. 
 The more specific you are, the more likely she is to remember your offer and to ask 
you when she needs the specific help you offered.  And … be sure to offer more than 
once. 

Reminding her of your offer will keep it in the front of her mind.  Remember, your 
friend is not dealing with a full deck. Cancer is occupying a lot of space.   
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Do-Overs
You can say, “I know I said ‘anything’ but I was so overcome with the need to help 
you that I didn’t know what to offer. I would like to bring you some cookies. Don’t 
worry, I’ll keep reminding you.” 
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CHAPTER 4 
#2 Don’t say “I KNOW HOW YOU FEEL.”

Why Not Say It  
What’s going on inside the mind of the person with cancer: 

“YOU HAVE NO IDEA HOW I FEEL! NOT ONE SINGLE BIT!  

 IF YOU REALLY KNEW HOW I FELT YOU WOULDN’T SAY WHAT YOU JUST DID!   

Seriously, that’s what your friend is thinking but they’re just too polite to say it out loud.  

And if you want to make it worse, be sure to finish the sentence with, “because I 
had the flu for several weeks and was actually hospitalized!” Or my personal 
favorite that someone said after my husband died, “I know how you feel because I 
just got a divorce.” In these cases, the best case scenario is that your friend with 
cancer will work at avoiding you. They do this so they won’t have to deal with how 
clearly uncomfortable they make you feel! 
  

Saying you know how they feel dismisses the magnitude of your friend’s situation. 
Yes, experiencing the loss of a marriage or being really sick from the flu may bring up 
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similar emotions, but this is not the time to compare feelings. You are there for your 
friend.  At this point do not expect her to be there for you.   

What to Say Instead
“Oh ___. I am so, so very sorry you are going through this. I can only imagine the 
____ (pain, hurt, anxiety, loneliness, anger, sadness, disappointment) you’re feeling 
right now. Please let me bring you some delicious homemade cookies to make you 
feel just a little bit of comfort.” And remember to offer more than once! 

Do-Over Tip 
“I am an idiot! Of course, I don’t know how you feel! I was trying to relate because I 
wanted you to know that you’re not alone. So what I really want to say is this: You are 
not alone. Your pain breaks my heart. I am here for you! Here are some cookies.”  
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CHAPTER 5 
#3 Don’t say “AT LEAST…”

Why Not Say It 
“Well, at least you’ll lose weight when you’re on the chemo.” “At least it’s the good 
kind of cancer.” “At least you get off of work.” Those comments may be true.  But 
saying “at least” minimizes what your friend with cancer is going through. It 
sounds like you think their cancer is no big deal.  It may not be a big deal to you, but 
it is a big deal to your friend. Saying “at least” is a way of not connecting. That’s why 
it’s important for you to acknowledge how you feel before you offer any words of 
support, you acknowledge your feeling and the words you speak afterwards will be 
helpful.  If you don’t, your words probably will hurt your friend instead of helping her.  
  

What to Say Instead
“I’m so sorry this is part of your life journey.” Or better yet, “Please allow me to punch 
the next person who says to you, ‘At least, it’s the good kind of cancer!” Humor is 
always, always, always welcome. 
  

Do-Over Tip
 “I wanted to show you empathy but instead I just made it seem like what you’re 
going through isn’t a big deal. It is a big deal and there is no ‘at least’ to any of this. 
Will you please forgive me for being so insensitive? I love you and so want to make 
this part of your life easier. Can I bring you some cookies?”  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CHAPTER 6 
#4 Don’t say “YOU SHOULD…”

Why Not Say It 
 “You should…” rolls right off the tongue because it feels like you’re being helpful. 
After all, the advice that you’re offering is good because….? Think about it. Why is it 
good advice really? Because you thought of it?  

“You should” implies that you know better. Do you really know what your friend should 
do or do you just think you know?  There is a difference.  “You should” is a judgment. 
It says, “If you don’t do it, you are not doing it right.” It’s an opinion presented as a 
fact. “You should seek a second opinion.” “You should try this cancer-fighting remedy 
I found on the internet.” “You should” is usually said out of desire to be helpful but in 
reality, it places one more item on her/his already overflowing cancer to-do list.  

 What to Say Instead
Try “I read about this local doctor who has had success treating cancers similar to 
yours. Would you like me to research him for you?” If you think the information you 
have will be helpful, replace “you should” with a specific offer to help implement it. 

Do-Over Tip
 “Clearly I need to take off my Little Miss Bossy Hat! I’m so sorry to have made it 
sound like I know what you should do. Please know that I would like to help do 
research on anything that you would like to know about. I am very good at 
researching things like the best cookie recipe.” Again, be specific in your offer of 
help.  
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CHAPTER 7 
#5 Don’t Say, “EVERYTHING HAPPENS FOR A REASON.” 

Why Not Say It 
Every cancer survivor I talked to hated this phrase.  “It dismisses me and this crappy 
situation,” they said.  

If you lose your job, does knowing that it happened for a deeper reason help you in 
the moment? Not really. It’s hard to see the “reason” during the crisis. You may 
discover it afterwards.  But I have to be really honest with you. My husband died 10 
years ago. And while his death was a catalyst that helped launch of 100 Acts of Love, 
it is not a good reason for his death. He was a good man and a loving father. I still 
can’t find a “reason” for his death.  

What to Say Instead
“I’m so sorry this is part of your life journey. I want to say something loving and kind. 

Please know that I love you and you are not alone.”  

Do-Over Tip
“Will you please forgive me for treating your situation like it has some deeper purpose 
that will bring you comfort? There is no good ‘reason’ at all for this to be happening to 
you. But your cancer is a very good reason for me to share my cookies with you.”  

WORDS THAT HURT. WORDS THAT HELP       100ACTOFLOVE.COM                                 �17

http://100ActofLove.com


CHAPTER 8 
HOW TO SAY THE RIGHT THING MOST OF THE TIME

There are no magic pills for knowing what to say when your friend gets cancer.  But 
there are phrases you can use that will be well received 100% of the time by anyone 
who is going through a major life challenge! Use them and your friend will feel loved 
and supported!  
  

A. SPEAK FROM THE HEART 
One of the most heartfelt acknowledgments you can give is to say, “I don’t know what 
to say.” Because you don’t. The news she just shared with you hurts your soul and 
sometimes you just need to let your soul catch its breath. So not knowing what to say 
is ok. It’s also ok to burst out in tears but only if you aren’t looking for her to comfort 
you. Tears are a really powerful way to express how much you love someone.  

B. OFFER TO HELP WITH A SPECIFIC TASK 
The more specific you are (and the more often you offer), the more likely she is to call 
you and the more loved she will feel. Being specific is really the ultimate act of love.  

C. REMEMBER WHAT RABBI FEINSTEIN SAID
Rabbi Feinstein spoke these words at a funeral for a 13-year-old girl.  

“Do not attempt to give meaning to this tragedy. Do not explain that it was God’s will, 
or that it is for the best, or that the good die young, or that there is some kind of 
purpose to this, because I think those phrases make a mockery of the hurt we 
feel. Instead say only this: 
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What’s happening to your friend is scary, overwhelming, uncomfortable and horrible. 
And … it provides you with the PERFECT excuse to show her/him how much you love 
them. It’s a perfect time to say, “Thank you for being in my life. Thank you for 
brightening my days.” This is your moment to say to her or him, “YOU MATTER.” 

You play a similar role in your friend’s life too. That’s why what you say or do matters. 
You are not an island. You are a pebble dropped in a pond. Your actions, negative 
and positive, affect more people than you could possibly imagine.  

Showing up will help you, your friend and their family.  

You are important because you matter. 
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WHO IS KIM HAMER? 

Kim Hamer is author of 100 Acts of Love: A Girlfriend's Guide to Loving Your 
Friend through Cancer or Loss, a modern, essential how-to guide, offering 
practical tips on when, how and what kind of help to give to friends in crisis.  

Kim became a widow after her 44-year-old husband, Art, lost his life to cancer. Before 
and after her husband died, Kim and Art’s friends, supporters and sometime 
strangers came up with unique, creative and simple ways to support her and their 
three children. She started calling them “acts of love.”  
  
As a way of paying it forward, Kim launched 100 Acts of Love.com offering readers 
inspired ways to support their friends dealing with cancer, loss or crisis.  Kim’s 
message is very clear… YOU MATTER! 
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