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Psychotherapist Jennifer Turner (right) helping a patient through her cancer journey

T here are probably few more daunting 
words to hear than “you have cancer.” 
And while this diagnosis can turn a 

patient’s world upside down, health care 
professionals, both traditional and holistic, 
try to assure patients that no one needs  
to face the challenge of this disease alone  
and uninformed.

Enter the OICC at the corner of Bayswater 
and Somerset in Hintonburg. The 
Centre’s philosophy is to offer patients 
a “whole person” approach to treatment 
through exercise, nutrition, acupuncture, 
physiotherapy, and other naturopathic 
therapies. Working alongside conventional 
medical professionals, the OICC staff 
provide a level of care that extends beyond 
treating the physical aspects of cancer.

Jennifer Turner is a registered psycho-
therapist at the OICC, with a master’s 
degree in counselling psychology and an 
undergraduate degree in sociology. She is 
certified with Health Coaching Australia 

By Barb Wilson

In the fall issue of Healthwise Ottawa, we explored the power of food and its ability to 
fuel, comfort, and heal us. We profiled Kylie Delfino, clinical nutritionist at the Ottawa 
Integrative Cancer Centre (OICC), and how her focus on whole foods helps patients 
balance their nutritional needs. In this issue, we feature an OICC psychotherapist who 
believes in the power of psychotherapy as another tool in supporting cancer patients and 
their families during a challenging journey.

and the National Association of Professional 
Cancer Coaches, and has participated in the 
Gawler Foundation’s Living With Cancer 
program in Australia. 

She understands that cancer patients 
experience a myriad of emotions that run 
the gamut from hope and denial to fear 
and resentment. Coping with the extreme 
physical and emotional demands of the 
disease can leave patients and their families 
bewildered and bereft. Psychotherapy  
can help — because it helps to talk about it.

“[It] creates a therapeutic relationship that 
helps people address personal difficulties,” 
says Turner. “It allows individuals, couples, 
families, and groups to talk openly and 
confidentially with the support of a  
trained therapist.”

How Exactly Is It Beneficial?

Psychotherapy provides people who are 
often very distressed, alienated, and feeling 
powerless with the opportunity to learn how 

 The  
Psychology of Cancer 
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service helps patients familiarize themselves 
with conventional, complementary, and 
alternate care options, and what each means 
relative to each patient’s own definition of 
health. Cancer navigation can also assist 
people in understanding the “cancer system” 
— how to advocate for themselves and  
how to make the most advantageous 
decisions within that system.

Both patients and their caregivers  
can get help with a myriad of issues, such 
as decision-making regarding one’s health 
care, improving communication between 
conventional and integrative health 
care providers so that patients can make  
informed choices, understanding second 
opinions in the health care system, as  
well as what palliative care is and why 
it is offered to patients. The service 
also highlights other resources in the 
community such as the Maplesoft Centre, 
the Hospice at Maycourt, the Élisabeth 
Bruyère Hospital, and the Community 
Care Access Centre.

The OICC Expands

The OICC is launching three new psycho-
therapy groups to provide help to patients 
and others. One will be for newly diagnosed 
cancer patients. This group aims to help 
new patients deal with their distress, 
find a community of other patients who 
understand their challenges, and help 
empower those with cancer to play an active 
role in their own healing.

A second group will offer caregiver 
support by helping caregivers deal with 
the challenges of caring for a loved one  
with cancer. 

The third psychotherapy group is for 
metastatic cancer patients, and focuses on 
providing a place of support with other 
people who understand how challenging it 
can be to move through life with this reality.

Underlying Turner’s work is the premise 
that, regardless of the stage of their 
disease, patients — as well as their families 
and caregivers — can find support and 
empowerment through a range of programs 
and services offered by the OICC. No one 
need be alone.

“Cancer often creates chaos in people’s 
lives, and psychotherapy gives them a 
chance to take a deep breath and figure 
out a way forward, acknowledging the 
physical and emotional losses inherent in 
a cancer diagnosis and treatment, while 
still respecting the individual’s unique 
experiences and needs.” HWO

to reduce distress, process fear and grief, 
and live authentically at each stage of illness 
and healing. Cancer patients are often very 
worried and preoccupied about the impact of 
their illness on their families and loved ones. 

Says Turner: “It’s important to recognize 
that psychotherapy provides much-needed 
support for their caregivers, as well. 
Individual sessions provide patients and 
caregivers with a chance 
to express their fears and 
challenges without having to 
protect their loved ones.” 

Many of Turner’s patients 
have metastatic cancer — a 
potentially life-threatening 
diagnosis that can be 
especially distressing. Their 
struggles are particular: “They are often torn 
between trying to stay alive and trying to 
deal with the fear of death, in a culture that 
doesn’t really provide many opportunities 
to openly discuss these matters,” explains 
Turner. “Patients often tell me there is really 
no one for them to talk to — families and 
friends want them to stay positive, and 
many doctors are focused more on the 
clinical aspects of the disease, and find it 
challenging to make time to deal with the 
more existential aspects of cancer.” 

Turner recalls a patient of hers who 
described the role of psychotherapy and 
cancer as helping her learn to live in the 
“spaces” between diagnosis and treatment, 
and between treatments and scans. “It was 
insightful that, while these are traumatic and 
sometimes devastating events, in-between 
there can be life, love, meaning, community, 

and people who will walk with you when it 
gets tough.”

At the OICC, individual counselling 
sessions provide one-on-one personal and 
private time to deal with often unspoken 
fears and concerns. “Cancer patients often 
find great comfort in being able to speak 
freely about what their life and death means 
to them — without protecting everyone 

around them,” says 
Turner. “Loved ones 
also benefit from the 
opportunity to explore 
and find peace with their 
role, and how to love and 
care for someone with 
cancer without feeling 
the need to rescue 
them.” Supportive care, 

she concludes, is fundamentally about  
respect and courage — courage to walk 
with clients and to be present for the full 
range of their experiences.

In addition to individual counselling, the 
OICC group sessions provide people with 
the opportunity to find support through 
common experience. Attendees are often 
inspired and encouraged by each other, 
which can help them feel less alienated in 
their struggles.

Navigating Through the Stages 

The OICC also offers a cancer navigation 
service designed to help patients and their 
families understand the next steps that occur 
at any stage of living with cancer. A navigator 
can help patients and families understand 
the range of issues that need to be addressed, 
and to feel less alone and confused. The 

Cancer often creates  

chaos in people’s lives,  

and psychotherapy gives 

them a chance to figure  

out a way forward.
Psychotherapist Jennifer Turner


