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Thinking difficulties are common in cancer

Schmidt JE, et al.. J Cancer Surviv. 2016;10(2):302–311.
Tucha et al. Neurosurgery. 2000; 47(2):324-334.
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 Common in cancer

 Thinking problems 
differ depending on 
cancer type. 



Thinking difficulties can change over time  

 Forgetfulness and other thinking changes can 
occur at the time of diagnosis, during treatment, 
and/or even several months to years after 
treatment 

 Course can depend on many factors

 As thinking problems change, we also need to 
changed the way we address it
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Cognition



Do cancer and cancer treatments cause thinking problems? 

Cancer in the brain:
 Location of tumor 
 Rate of tumor 

growth
 Effects on 

surrounding brain 
tissue 
(compression, 
displacement, or 
infiltration) 

Treatment Effects:
• Surgical resection 
• Radiation treatment
• Chemotherapy 
• Medications (e.g. 

corticosteroids and 
anti-epileptics) 



Temporal Lobe 
 Memory
 Face recognition
 Selective attention
 Locating objects

 Object categorization
 Receptive language
 Emotional responses
 Language comprehension

 Emotional control
 Behavioral control
 Verbal expression
 Problem Solving
 Decision Making
 Social control
 Motivation
 Attention

Frontal Lobe

 Visual stimuli 
processing

Occipital Lobe

 Tactile performance
 Spatial orientation
 Academic skills
 Object naming
 Visual attention
 Eye-hand coordination 

Parietal Lobe 
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What are some things I can do to help reduce 
cognitive risks and thrive ?



How can I reduce risk to my brain? 

Keys 
To

Brain Health
Food

Exercise 
and 

SleepScreen/ Manage 
Medical issues

Healthy 
Coping

Avoid 
ToxinsGet 

Cognitive 
help

Socialization 
and 

Novelty

Avoid 
falls/head 

injury

Limit 
Alcohol



Presentation title 8

Yeah, but what do I do if  I already struggle cognitively? 
Initial Guiding Principles

 Managing fatigue / overwhelm and sleep

 Develop and implement systems to help 
you get things done

 Be present during tasks and learn from 
both successes and challenges

 Consider feedback from others
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Other ways to sharpen your thinking

 Pace yourself

 Reduce overstimulation 

 Organizational strategies and apps



Overdoing = Fatigue Pacing self = Better stamina
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Pacing is critical for 
better thinking stamina!



How 
much 

you get 
done

How much fatigue and stress you feel



Green= Go!

Yellow = Yield (slow down)

Red = Stop!
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Consider managing your energy like 
a stop light:



Prevent overstimulation as a way 
to manage cognitive symptom 
flares

Prevent 
Overstimulation

Rest and 
pacing

Reduced 
light and 

noise

Increase 
daily 

structure

Redirect
Give 
extra 
time

Limit 
people, 
places, 
things

Regulate 
sleep 
wake 
cycle

Address 
triggers

> Environmental 
overstimulation 

= 
> Cognitive 
symptoms 



Getting things done! 
Organizational tools – keys to success

 Have a system and work your system!
 Consistency over optimization
 Consider warning alarms 
 Overwhelmed? Break it down
 Don’t keep it in your head 
 Preplan and prepare in advance to 

reduce time pressure
 Reduce clutter (sound and visual)
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Organizational tools: The basics
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Calendaring with reminders

Otter: Voice to text app

Fabulous: Daily routine



Organizational tools: 
To-do list basics
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Google Keep
Paper To do list sorted 

by urgencyTrello for project planning



What else can I do to get more things done?

5/30/2022
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Boost your 
productivity!

5/30/2022
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Focus mate/focus buddy



5/30/2022
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What are some 
apps that can help 
me with Pomodoro?

5/30/2022
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Other Helpful apps
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Okay, I have done everything I can think of, 
but I need more help 

Reasons to see a 
neuropsychologist

Understand 
and treat 

thinking/mood 
changes

Track thinking 
changes 

Disability app., 
capacities for 

self care, 
returning to 
work and/or 

school

Understanding 
types of help 

needed at 
home



What will I learn from a neuropsychological evaluation?

 A neuropsychological evaluation should provide you with: 

• A better understanding of your brain’s strengths and challenges
• Information for your doctor and care team that will guide your treatment plan 
• Recommendations for your day‐to‐day life that will help you and your family 

members 
• Recommendations to help you succeed in school or work or to live independently



Summary

 Cognitive changes are common and multi-determined
 Managing fatigue, exercise, healthy diet, and having 

emotional support is important
 Track what works to help manage your cognitive changes
 Cognitive rehabilitation has been found to be helpful to 

manage cognitive symptoms but may not be a fit for everyone
 Consider talking with your care team about possible 

resources and cognitive care providers

https://thenounproject.com/term/homework/2869529


Thank you! 
Christina.weyerjamora@ucsf.edu

mailto:Christina.weyerjamora@ucsf.edu
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