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Support groups play crucial role in emotional recovery

Networks provide venug
for sharing experiences and
information on treatments

By DEBBIE WALTZER
s teven Stello’s life changed forever on

Oct. 5, 1998, when his dootor told

him he had non-Hodgkin’s lympho-
ma, a potentially life-threatening cancer.
Five months later, Stello says, 2 suppart
group at Gilda's Club Rochester belped
him get his life back.

“I learned that night that people with
cancer can tell jokes and go on vacations,”
says Stello, 49, a research technician for
Carestream Health Inc. “The support group
-.. let me know that I wasn’t alone.”

Participating in a support group is a pet-
sanal deciston, says Ann Savastano, direc-
tor of patient and family services for the
American Cancer Society, Lakes Region.

Roughly 6,000 individuals vithin the re-
gion's seven-county area will be diagmosed
with a form of cancer this year. Some indi-
viduals thrive on sharing their experiences
and learning from others who bave traveled
similar paths, while others prefer to pro-
cess the experience with their own support
network of family and friends.

“I think that support groups are great for
a certain segment of the cancer or caregiv-
er papulation, while for other folks, it’s just
not the right fix for them,” says Savastano,
a 28-year cancer survivor. “The good news
is that there are numerous cancer support
groups in this region to help these who
want to participate.”

Savastano is an advocate of hybrid sup-
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"My support.group at Gllda's Club taught ma that | waold gp through & cycle of emotions

lymphoma some years ago.

port groups, which have an educational
component as well as a format for par-
ticipants to share with one another, For
example, the American Cancer Society
offers groups called “I Can Cope.” Typi-
cally, an expert or twa will attend such
a group session and provide information
about new forms of treatment. Participants
are encouraged 1o ask questions and share
their experiences with others,

Still, traditional support groups continue

diring my cancer journsy, and that wag OK," says Staveri Siello, a research technlclan with
Carestream Hoealth, who Jolned a suppart group after belng dlagnosed with non-Hodgkin's

to thrive for individuals with cancer and
for those close to them who also are af-
fected by the disease. In fact, Savastano
notes, many individuals continue to par-
ticipate in groups long after their disease
has gone into remission,

“These folks want to keep hebping others
and give encotragement to people who are
newly diagnosed with cancer,” she says.

Dozens of caneer support groups con-
vene on a regular basis throughout the

tod

Volunteer. It does mare than you think.

When it comes ta volunteering, you never knaw whal benefits yau'll
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volunteer in the City of Rochester, including mentering at City
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Rochester region, Seme are hosted by non-
profit organizations, while others are con-
nected with medical frentment facilities.

For instance, patizots and their families
can tap into one of several suppart groups
hosted by the social work team at James P
Wilmot Cancer Center at the University of
' Rochester Medical Ceater.

Examples inciude its gastroinlestinal
cancer support group, adult brain tumor
network, mélastatic breast cancer support
group, and ora}, head and neck cancer con-
nection, In addifion, Wilmet Cancer Center
offers caregivers' support groups and is
creating a young cancer survivors group, as
well as a bladder cancer support group.

Support group participants can bénefit
greatly from their involvement, says Car-
men Signorino, a senjor oncology social
worker at Wilmot Cancer Center.

“When peopls are diagnosed with some-
thing like cancer, they are ofien looking for
sorne very practical information as well as
emotional support from people who truly
understand the situation,™ she says. “Peo-
ple feel less alone when they’re able to
connect in these sitiations.”

Adds Signorino: “We find that partici-
pants often natwork on their own as a re-
sult of their involvement with the group.
People who are newly diagnosed with can-
cer can tearn from others who have been
going through this for a while, which is
truly beneficial” -

All support groups at Wilimot are oper to
the community and ofien feature speakers
.who offer information about the disease,
including gide effects of treatmeat as well
.as quality-of-life issues.

Stello found his support at Gilda's Club
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Rochester, a social and emotional cancer
support community founded by comedian
Gilda Radner after she was diagnosed with
ovarian cancer.

Gilda's Club Rochester—one of 23 such
facilities in the U.5.—operates under the slo-
gan “Cancer support for the whole family,
the whole time,” says Julia Price, assistant
director of public relations and marketing.

The local club, with nomerons support
groups as well as social activities and oth-
er resources, is free for all participa.nts,
who are called members. The organiza-
tion, funded through grants, donations and
fund-raising events, has an annual budget
of $750,000, a paid staff of six and a pool
of 200 volunteers.

In 2008, Gilda’s Club recorded more
than 14,000 individual visits, up from
12,400 in 2007, Price notes, Facilities in-
clude a children’s play area, a studic for
arts and crafts, book clubs and areas for
yoga and gentle exercise,

The organization offers numerous aiche
support groups each month, like its lym-
phomafleukemia and prostate groups or

BETTER OUTGOMES
Gontinued from page 22

Medical Center at Fort Sam Houston in
San Antonio, Texas, a fellow medical 1esi-
dent broke his arm and mdssed his cardiol-
ogy rotation. The regident affered to trade
his oncology rotation for Cadiz’s cardioi-
ogy rotation, and she agreed.

Cadiz, who mitially interviewed for a tem-
porary post at Pluta but was offered a per-
manemt position during the on-site interview,
says cancer care opfiens in Rochester and
Upstate New York are varied and excellent.

“Buery physician, [ think, has their own
style, and every patient js an individual,”
says Cadiz, who spends what little free
time she has with relatives in Syracuse.

Monson's first taste of Rochester came as
3 visiting professor at URMC, He says the
cammunity’s welcoming peopls and prox-
imity to water reminded him of his prior
post at the University of Hull in England,
where he was a surgery professor, head of
the academic surgical unit and deputy head
of the medical school. He joined TTRMC
as chief of the division of colorectal sus-
gery and vice chair of the department of

those that reach out to Spanish speakers,
deaf women or women of color.

Meeting rooms for support groups at
the club feature oversized, comfy chairs
and couches, with blanksts and boxes of
tissues.

"“Support groups for people with cancer,
as well as their loved ones, are essential,”
Price says. “We have excellent medical
treatment facilities in this community, but
the sole focus of Gilda's Club is to address
people's emotional needs,

“This is a positive and uplifting place,”
she continues. “Our goal is to help people
live well with cancer.”

Even though Stello has been done with
cancer treatment for five years, be contin-
ues to stay involved at Gilda's Club. He and
his wife, Lee, volunteer on Monday nights
as facilitators for new member meetings.

1t is his way of giving back, Stello says.

“My support group at Gilda's Club
taught me that T would go through a cycle
ofemotions during my cancer journey, and
that was OK,” he says. “Cancer is limit-
ed—it can’t shatter hope, destroy faith or
kill friendships. And support groups are an
important part of amotional recovery,”

Debbie Faltzer is a Rochester-area free-
lance writer.

surgery in 2008. -

Since his time as a student in the 19705
and 19803 at the University of Dublin's Trin-
ity College, Monson says, trestment for len-
kemia, lymphoma and testicular cancer and
medical imaging have vastly improved.

““Fhat's a phenomenal change in a trivial
amount of time, That's only 30 years,” says

Mosson, who specializes in minimally in-
vasive and laparoscopic techniques for col-
orectal surgeries, including cancers.

Still, the author of 220 peer-reviewsd
papers notes that “not everything is rosy
in the garden.”

“Sometimes patients still present with
advanced disease,” Monson says, “They
didn’t go see their doctor, or they get a
cotuplication after surgery or, despite ev-
erything, you haven’t cured them.”

. Like most docters waging war against
cancer, Monson, a vintage race-car driver
and collector in hiz spare time, loves his
wark. The challenge of leaming and de-
veloping new surgical techniques keens
him pressing forward.

"“It’s never boring,” he says.

Sheila Livadas is a Rochester-area free-
lance writer.
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Statistically, she says, women in the mid-
dle of the United States often are likely to
choose mastectomy over chemotherapy
because they do not live close to a treat-
ment center.

MammoSite saved Michele Bessette'’s
life, she says. A palient from the Lipson
Cancer Center, Bessette crediis technofogy
for delecting ber breast cancer and then
killing the cancer cells,

] went in on a Tuesday, then Satmrday
they had me for an ultrasound and biopsy;
by next Tuesday my doctor cailed me with
results,” she says, “Teshnology told me
what my treatment options could be,”

The 48-year-old maother of three has a
full-time career and is in her second year
as a cancer survivor.

"I'm very old-fasliioned—let’s do it the
way it's always worked,” Bessette says.
“Rut MammoSite sonnded great.

“T could get back to my life in five days,
not six weeks. I wanted to have those treat-
ments behind me faster.”

Bessette acknowledges that the treat-
ments wers exhausting,

“Radiation takes its toll," she says,

But other than fatigue and the emotionat
toll, Bessette saya, the 30-minute Mam-
moSite treatments were not as difficult as
she might have expected cancer ireatments
to he.

Lori Gable is a Rochester-aren freelance
wruer
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