
A  diagnosis of cancer places huge 
psychological and physical demands on 
individuals. Research suggests that among 
patients with early stage cancer 20–40% 
experience symptoms of depression,1,2 and 
12–50% experience anxiety.3,4 Around 40% 
of cancer patients report a moderate to high 
need for help regarding their ability to cope 
with their illness and its treatment, emotional 
support, the provision of information, and 
relations with staff at treatment centres.5,6 
 The perceived needs of cancer patients 
have been defined as the issues, topics or 
areas relating to a person's cancer, its 
treatment and their physical and psychological 
responses that require some action or 
resource for them to achieve optimal care  
and wellbeing.6 Patient needs have been 
grouped into domains, with the five most 
common being: 
• psychological
• health systems and information
• physical and daily living
• patient care and support, and 
• services and resources. 
Studies indicate that needs are highest in 
the psychological, health systems and 

information, and physical and daily living 
domains. Between 33 and 40% of patients 
have moderate to high needs in these 
areas.7,8 Moreover, as patients with higher 
levels of need are more likely to suffer 
psychological distress,5–8 it is necessary to 
develop strategies that can most effectively 
address these needs. 
 General practitioners are involved in 
cancer care, from initial screening and risk 
assessment, to early diagnosis, referral to 
specialists and allied health services, follow 
up treatment, integration and coordination 
in the multidisciplinary team, and palliative 
care. Therefore it is essential that GPs are up-
to-date with the available cancer services to 
assist in meeting patient needs in cancer care. 

Psychological domain 

Research suggests that 40% of patients will 
have moderate to high levels of unmet needs 
relating to fears about their prognosis, coping 
abilities and emotional response.6 Patients 
should be encouraged to talk to their GP 
about these concerns, as GPs can provide 
strategies to help cope with treatment and 
offer emotional support. Patients needing 
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further support and reassurance can be 
offered a referral to an established peer 
support program such as CancerConnect and 
other cancer support groups. 

Cancer Helpline

The Cancer Helpline is a free, confidential 
telephone information and support service run 
by Cancer Councils in each state and territory 
(see Resources). Specially trained staff 
can answer questions about all aspects of 
cancer including prevention, early detection, 
and treatment. They can also assist with 
practical and emotional support and advise 
callers about specific services appropriate 
to their needs and location. Information 
about cancer can also be mailed to callers. 
Most states provide resources suitable for 
teachers, students or people seeking general 
information, as well as patients and their 
families. Health professionals may also use 
the service to access up-to-date information or 
to help patients. 

CancerConnect 

CancerConnect is a free, confidential service 
that provides one-to-one support for anyone 
who has been diagnosed with cancer. 
Support is provided by volunteers who have 
been recruited and specially trained by the 
Cancer Council. The Cancer Council matches 
each patient with a volunteer who has had a 
similar cancer diagnosis, and has undergone 
similar treatment. Patients can talk over the 
telephone or in person.

Cancer support groups

A cancer support group is made up of 
people who meet regularly to discuss 
common issues and provide emotional and 
practical support to each other. Membership 
comprises people with cancer and their 
families and friends. 

Telephone support groups

State and territory cancer organisations 
provide a confidential telephone support and 
counselling service and also establish and 
help facilitate support groups – networks of 
people who have, or have had cancer, and 

are willing to share their experiences and 
provide empathy. More information about 
these services can be obtained through your 
state based Cancer Council (see Resources). 
This information may be provided to patients 
soon after diagnosis but is best reinforced 
after treatment is completed.

Health systems and information 
domain

About 30% of patients want additional 
information on their test results and their 
cancer.7 Clinicians are often unaware 
of a patient's need for information,9 but 
should clearly explain test results and 
provide information on the cancer itself. 
Encouraging patients to develop a set of 
questions to address their needs is also very 
useful. General practitioners can provide 
additional sources that patients can access  
for more information about their cancer and  
its treatment. 
 Cancer fact sheets are available for most 
cancers on the Cancer Council website 
(see Resources). It may be helpful for the 
GP to download this information for the 
patient. These fact sheets also have cancer 
specific advice on support services and 
resources where additional information can 
be accessed. General practitioner can also 
access clinical guidelines, lists of specialists, 
and links to cancer information.
 Information from the Cancer Helpline 
shows that patients particularly require 
this information within the first 2 weeks 
postdiagnosis to assist in treatment decisions.

Physical and daily living domain

This domain covers issues such as the 
physical pain and nausea associated with 
cancer and its treatment, and the need for 
assistance around the house. About 30% of 
patients have moderate to high needs in this 
domain.7 The Cancer Helpline can provide 
information on these important issues.

Patient care and support domain

This domain assesses needs in the area of 
choice of clinician and treating hospital, and 
staff-patient relations. General practitioners 

can work with patients to devise strategies 
on how patients can communicate with their 
medical team, eg. a list of questions. 

Services and resources domain

Research suggests that 30% of patients need 
help with car parking at treatment clinics, 
19% need financial assistance, and about 
18% need counselling or support services.7 
General practitioners can work with patients 
to develop strategies regarding accessing 
information particular to their needs. 

Accommodation

Cancer patients and their carers who need to 
travel a long distance from home for treatment 
can often get accommodation at or near 
the treatment centre. Financial assistance 
may be available for country patients from 
Isolated Patients' Travel and Accommodation 
Assistance Scheme (see Resources ) . 
Community transport services are available  
in rural areas to assist with travel to  
treatment centres. 

Community nursing

This can be accessed through the Area Health 
Service.

Financial assistance

A cancer diagnosis and treatment can 
result in temporary or ongoing financial 
difficulties. No interest loan schemes can 
allow people to buy essential household 
items. Welfare organisations can provide 
practical and emotional support, and 
financial assistance. Financial counselling 
organisat ions offer  a  range of  f ree 
ser v ices  inc lud ing  budget  p lann ing  
and can help in negotiating debt repayment. 
The Travel and Accommodation Assistance 
Scheme provides financial assistance for 
travel and accommodation expenses to 
people who have to travel 200 km or more 
one way to obtain specialist treatment  
(see Resources). 

Home care

Some patients will require assistance with 
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cleaning, cooking and domestic duties. 
Some subsidised services are available  
(see Resources). 

Nutrition services

Advice on nutrition during and after cancer 
treatment can be provided by the GP. 
Patients requiring more detailed information 
can obtain a copy of A guide to nutrition for 
people with cancer from the Cancer Council 
(see Resources).  

Resources 
Cancer Council's Cancer Helpline
13 11 20 (a local call from anywhere in Australia) 
Available 9 am to 5 pm Monday to Friday
The Cancer Council Australia 
GPO Box 4708 Sydney NSW 2001
www.cancer.org.au
The Cancer Council New South Wales 
Level 5, Medical Foundation Building
92–94 Parramatta Road
Camperdown NSW 2050
Phone 02 9036 3100
Fax 02 9036 3101
Email info@cancer.org.au
www.cancercouncil.com.au
The Cancer Council New South Wales
153 Dowling Street
Woolloomooloo NSW 2011
Phone 02 9334 1900
Fax 02 9358 1452
Email: feedback@nswcc.org.au
The Cancer Council ACT 
159 Maribyrnong Avenue
Kaleen ACT 2617
Phone 02 6262 2222
Fax 02 6262 2223
Email reception@actcancer.org
www.actcancer.org.au
The Cancer Council Northern Territory
Shop 3 Casi House, Van Derlyn Drive
Casuarina NT 0810
Phone 08 8927 4888
Fax 08 8927 4990
Email admin@cancernt.org.au
www.cancercouncilnt.com.au 
The Cancer Council South Australia
202 Greenhill Road
Eastwood SA 5063
Phone 08 8291 4111
Fax 08 8291 4122
Email cancersa@cancersa.org.au
www.cancersa.org.au 
The Cancer Council Victoria 
1 Rathdowne Street
Carlton South Vic 3053
Phone 03 9635 5000
Fax 03 9635 5270
Email enquiries@cancervic.org.au
www.cancervic.org.au 

The Cancer Council Tasmania
140 Bathurst Street
Hobart TAS 7000
Phone 03 6233 2030
Fax 03 6233 2123
Email infotas@cancer.org.au
www.cancertas.org.au 
The Cancer Council Western Australia 
46 Ventnor Avenue
West Perth WA 6005
Phone 08 9212 4333
Fax 08 9212 4399
Email inquiries@cancerwa.asn.au
www.cancerwa.asn.au  
Queensland Cancer Fund
553 Gregory Terrace
Fortitude Valley Qld 4006
Phone 07 3258 2200
Fax 07 3257 1306
Email qldcf@qldcancer.com.au
www.qldcancer.com.au  
Isolated Patients' Travel and Accommodation 
Assistance Scheme 
www.health.nsw.gov.au/policy/hsp/iptaas/about.
html
Carers NSW 
www.carernsw.asn.au 
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