
R E S U L T S

This theme describes social support that helped participants feel connected  to and develop
relationships  with others. It is a foundational  type of social support that helped participants

transition from strangers or casual acquaintances who come together to participate in physical

activity, to members of a social network  who could provide other supportive functions.

Building friendships and connections through conversation, sharing interests, and invitations

Instructors facilitating introductions and social interaction

Hesitation to and vulnerability with forming relationships in a cancer context 

“ I  C A N  C O U N T  O N  T H E S E  P E O P L E ” :  D E V E L O P I N G  C A R I N G
R E L A T I O N S H I P S

1) What behaviors  do participants
experience as supportive  in the group
exercise program? 
2) What kinds of social support  are
provided by instructors  and other
participants  in group exercise programs? 
3) What social support attempts are
experienced as helpful  or not helpful?

To examine participants’ perceptions  of and

experiences  with social support behaviors

in group exercise programs for people living

with cancer from the perspective of social

support theory.
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R E S E A R C H  Q U E S T I O N S

M E T H O D S

Reflexive thematic analysis using interviews and focus groups. 
24 adults living with cancer (19 women and 5 men, 41-75 years of age).

P U R P O S E

S O C I A L L Y  S U P P O R T I V E  A N D  U N S U P P O R T I V E

B E H A V I O R S  I N  G R O U P  E X E R C I S E  F O R  P E O P L E

L I V I N G  W I T H  C A N C E R

This theme focuses on social support that encouraged

participants to seek opportunities  by participating together ,

encouraging ,  and celebrating successes .  This theme generally

dealt with supporting physical activity participation.

Encouragement and enthusiasm from peers and instructors

Celebrating successes and inspiring each other through role

modeling

Motivation to try new activities and commit to physical

activity

“ T H E R E ’ S  N O T H I N G  Y O U  S H O U L D N ’ T  T R Y ” :  N U R T U R I N G  A
D E S I R E  F O R  S E E K I N G  A N D  S E I Z I N G  P H Y S I C A L  A C T I V I T Y
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This theme focuses on providing a safe haven ,  a type of social support that encourages people to feel

comfortable seeking comfort  and assistance  in times of stress. We identified three subthemes:

“An Understanding That Nobody Has to Explain”: Understanding of and Empathizing With the
Cancer Experience

Shared lived experiences, empathy, check-ins, compassion from instructors; but hearing about

challenges could be overwhelming

“It’s Okay to Have Cancer”: Normalizing the Cancer Experience
Talking openly about cancer (or not), role modeling moving forward, being authentic about cancer

experience; being overly positive could be seen as lacking vulnerability and not relatable

“The One Place Where I Don’t Get Unsolicited Help or Support”: Not Pushing Participants to be
Someone They Are Not

Respecting choices, offering advice only when wanted, providing space to be themselves

 

“ A  L A R G E  C I R C L E  O F  L O V E  A R O U N D  M E ” :  A  S A F E  H A V E N  O F  
C A R E ,  C O N N E C T I O N ,  A N D  U N D E R S T A N D I N G

“ Y O U ’ R E  N O T  A L O N E  I N  T H I S ” :  H E L P I N G  T O  F U L L Y  E N G A G E  I N
P H Y S I C A L  A C T I V I T Y

This type of social support provided people with the security  and  assistance  needed to fully engage
and extend  themselves.

Exercising alongside peers and sharing tips

Role modeling perseverance and thriving despite limitations

Creating a secure base for exploring other PA opportunities

Risk when encouragement becomes competitive or insensitive

“ H E L P  T O  G E T  T H R O U G H  T H I S  I N  T H E  B E S T  W A Y  P O S S I B L E ” :  
F A C I L I T A T I N G  P R E P A R A T I O N  F O R  E N G A G E M E N T  I N  P H Y S I C A L  
A C T I V I T Y

It is important to consider both how supportive behaviors in

physical activity can contribute to coping and living with

cancer, and how they can promote thriving through learning

skills, pursuing goals, and being positively challenged through

physical activity.

The theme "developing caring relationships" highlights that in

physical activity contexts providing support for developing

relationships with other participants is an important first step

in obtaining other types of social support.

Unsupportive behaviors can occur in exercise oncology classes.

It is important to be aware of conversations that may be

overwhelming, insensitive, or inauthentic, and to minimize

pressure or competitiveness in the physical activity.

M A I N  T A K E A W A Y SB E C A U S E  I T  
WA S N ’ T  C A L L E D  A

S U P P O R T  G R O U P,  I F
S O M E O N E  W O U L D

H AV E  S A I D  . . .  A
S U P P O R T  G R O U P

B A S E D  O N  E X E R C I S E  I
S T I L L  P R O B A B LY

W O U L D  H AV E  W E N T
T H E  O T H E R  WAY.  I

T H I N K  T H E  S U P P O R T
Y O U  G E T  I S  A

N AT U R A L  F L O W  T H AT
J U S T  H A P P E N S  . . .

Y O U ’ R E  N O T  WA L K I N G
A R O U N D  S TA R I N G  AT
E A C H  O T H E R .  Y O U ’ R E

D O I N G  
S O M E T H I N G .  

This theme describes social support that gave participants tools  and helped develop their abilities  to

engage in physical activity. This theme focused on promoting strategies ,  skills ,  and resources  for

approaching opportunities.

Instructors teaching proper technique, safety, and modifications

Providing tools, strategies, and individualized adjustments

Peers helping set up equipment and sharing common goals


