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BEATING cervical cancer
after enduring a storm of
treatments is a triumph,
but life afterwards comes
with new questions, hopes

and challenges.
How long will follow-up care last?

Will life return to normal? What about
fertility, intimacy or the fear of cancer
returning?

Once treatment, whether surgery,
radiotherapy, chemotherapy
or a combination of them is
completed, survivors enter a
crucial phase called sur-
veillance, says Columbia
Asia Hospital-Bukit Jalil
consultant obstetrician
and gynaecologist Dr
Khoo Boom Ping.

This structured follow-
up programme monitors
recovery, detects recurrence
early and supports long-term health.

For the first twoyears,doctor’s vis-
its typically occur every three to four
months, then every six months from
years three to five, and annually after
five years if no recurrence is found, he
adds.

These visits may include pelvic
exams, pap smears, HPV tests, imag-
ing such as CT, MRI or PET scans and
relevant blood tests.

“Many women feel anxious while
waitingforresults.Thisisnormal.Psy-
chological support during this period
can be valuable.”

RETURNINGTONORMAL
Returningtoafulfilling,active lifeafter
cervical cancer is possible, but recov-
ery involves both physical healing and

emotional adjustment, says Dr Khoo.
Physical recovery varies.Aftersur-

gery, healing may take four to eight
weeks, longer if a radical hysterecto-
my or lymph node removal was per-
formed, while after chemoradiation,
fatigue, bowel and bladder changes
and vaginal dryness may persist for
several months.

“Emotionally,survivorsmayexperi-
enceanxiety, depressionorachanged

sense of identity.”
Somefeelguiltyforsurviving,
others overwhelmed by fear

of recurrence. It is impor-
tanttoacknowledgethese
feelingsandseeksupport
from oncology counsel-
lors or survivor groups.

Work may resume
gradually, social and fam-

ily roles may shift and body
imageandintimacyoftenrequire

time and open communication to
rebuild, he explains.

Fertility is one of the most sensi-
tive topics after treatment. Whether
pregnancy is possible depends on
the treatment type. Fertility-sparing
surgeries suchas a radical trachelec-
tomy may preserve the uterus, while
radiotherapy or radical hysterectomy
generally result in infertility.

“Early fertilitycounselling iscrucial
for women of reproductive age, with
options such as egg or embryo freez-
ing before treatment,” says Dr Khoo.

Sexual health can also change due
tovaginaldryness,tightness,painafter
radiotherapy, reducedlibido fromhor-
monal or emotional factors and body
image concerns.

Honest communication with part-

What’s next
after beating
cervical cancer?

QUICK FACTS

RED FLAGS!
Awarenessofwarningsigns is
also important, as most can-
cerrecurrenceshappenwithin
two to three years of treat-
ment. Knowing the signs can
lead to earlier intervention.
These include:
• New or persistent pelvic

pain
• Unusualvaginalbleedingor

discharge
• Leg swelling on one side
• Changesinbowelorbladder

habits
• Unexplained weight loss or

fatigue

All of the above warrant
prompt medical evaluation.
Trusting one’s instincts and
seeking medical attention
early can make a difference.

Regular cervical cancer
screening — through pap
smears and HPV testing —
remains the most powerful
tool in preventing or catching
cancer early.

Whendetectedearly, treat-
ment is simpler, less invasive
and far more successful.

Equally important is the
HPV vaccine, which protects
against the viruses most
commonly linked to cervical
cancer.

Returning toa fulfilling, active life
after cervical cancer ispossible,
but recovery involvesboth
physicalhealingandemotional
adjustment, saysColumbiaAsia
Hospital-Bukit Jalil consultant
obstetricianandgynaecologist
DrKhooBoomPing. PICTURE CREDIT:
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nersandguidancefromgynaecologists
or sexual health counsellors can offer
solutions.

MANAGINGSIDEEFFECTS
Dr Khoo says some women will expe-
rience lingering side effects, such as
fatigue, urinary or bowel dysfunction,
lymphedema of the legs due to lymph
node removal or vaginal stenosis.

These can be managed through
gradual physical activity, pelvic floor
therapy, regular vaginal care and
stretching exercises and, in the case
of lymphedema, compression stock-
ings and massage.

Menopausal symptoms are also
common, particularly for women
whose ovaries were removed or who
underwent pelvic radiotherapy. Sud-
denmenopausecancausehotflushes,
night sweats, vaginal dryness, mood
swings, sleep disturbances and low
libido.

While hormone replacement ther-
apy may not be suitable for all, non-
hormonaloptionssuchasantidepres-
sants,vaginalmoisturisers, lubricants, support groups.

“Empathy, therapy and a strong
supportnetworkcaneasethisburden.”

NUTRITIONANDEXERCISE
Lifestyle choicesplay a significant role
in recovery and long-term health. A
balanceddiet rich invegetables, fruits,
lean proteins and whole grains, com-
binedwithlimitingprocessedfoodsand
red meat, supports well-being.

Regular exercise — such as 150
minutesofmoderateactivity perweek
— can boost energy, while quitting
smoking reduces the risk of cervical
and other cancers.

Stressmanagementthroughmind-
fulness,yoga,hobbiesorspiritualprac-
ticesenhancesbothmentalandphysi-
cal resilience, adds Dr Khoo.

“Though no lifestyle can guarantee
preventionofrecurrence,healthyhab-
itsstrengthenimmunity, improveener-
gy levels and sharpen mental clarity.”
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TheHPVvaccineprotects
against the viruses

commonly linked to cervical
cancer. PICTURE CREDIT: FREEPIK

Opendiscussions
withhealthcare
providersare
essential tofinding
safe, personalised
strategies. PICTURE
CREDIT: STEFAMERPIK—
FREEPIK

acupunctureandlifestylechangescan
provide relief.

“Discussions with healthcare pro-
viders are essential to finding safe,
personalised strategies. With proper
support, many women adapt well to
this new phase of life,” says Dr Khoo.

The emotional aftermath is often
one of the most overlooked aspects
of recovery. Fear of recurrence, survi-
vor’s guilt, strained relationships and
diminished self-esteem are common
experiences.

DrKhoosaysanxiety tends tospike
before follow-up appointments and
many women find comfort in speak-
ing to cancer counsellors or joining
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SUMMARIES
Awareness of warning signs is also important, as most cancer recurrences happen within two to three years of treatment.
Knowing the signs can lead to earlier intervention. These include: • New or persistent pelvic pain • Unusual vaginal bleeding or
discharge • Leg swelling on one side • Changesin bowel or bladder habits • Unexplained weight loss or fatigue All of the above
warrant prompt medical evaluation.
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