
These guidelines have been developed as web-based guidelines and the pdf serves as a 
reference copy only. Please note that this material is only current to the date and time 
stamped on this document.
PDF generated at: 22:27, 27.05.2019 from wiki.cancer.org.au

Page  of 2 4

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  

Cancer survivorship

Contents

 1 Care of cancer survivors  ............................................................................................................................................ 2
 1.1 Case study ........................................................................................................................................................ 3

 2 References  ................................................................................................................................................................. 3

Care of cancer survivors
Approximately 65% of people diagnosed with cancer in Australia will survive more than five years after 
diagnosis and active treatment.

Objectives of follow-up care are to achieve the following:

Detection of earlier recurrence
Examples: Local recurrence of breast cancer in an irradiated breast may be curable by surgery, 
whereas metastasis to bone is not curable. Therefore, regular mammography is recommended for 
patients who had previous breast cancers to detect local recurrence as well as contralateral breast 
cancer; whereas bone scans or CT scans are not recommended.

Management of side effects and late effects of cancer treatment
Examples: Patients on aromatase inhibitors are prone to develop osteopenia or osteoporosis. Regular 
bone densitometry can detect deterioration in bone health that can be treated with bisphosphonates.

Health promotion for primary and secondary prevention
Examples: Reduction in the rate of smoking can decrease the risk of further smoking related cancers 
in patients who survive smoking related cancers, such as head and neck and lung cancers. Follow-up 
visits also offer opportunities to discuss other lifestyle factors, such as diet and exercise.

To address other concerns
Fear of recurrence and uncertainty about the future are common issues that survivors identify as 
needing help with. A recent (2009) study found that 5 years following diagnosis, most survivors had 
adjusted well and reported levels of anxiety and depression similar to Australian population norms. A 
recent meta-analysis suggests that anxiety is more likely to be a long-term problem than depression 
in both patients with cancer and their spouses compared with healthy controls.

Duration of follow-up varies from cancer to cancer. In addition to history and examination, tumour markers and 
imaging studies can be useful. In some cancers like breast cancer, extensive imaging studies haven’t been 
shown to improve survival.
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Case study

Julie, 62 years, is an early breast cancer survivor currently on aromatase inhibitor therapy following 
lumpectomy and radiotherapy. Follow-up is to monitor for side effects and late effects of treatment and to 
detect recurrent disease.

In her case, follow-up should involve:

history of side effects including arthralgia and hot flushes
physical examination of breast, axillary and supraclavicular areas to detect early recurrence
annual breast imaging tests (mammogram and/or ultrasound)
bone densitometry at required intervals to detect deterioration in bone health due to aromatase 
inhibitor.

She needs to be reassured that unless she has symptoms suggestive of metastasis, bone scans and CT 
scans have not been found to improve survival outcome. Survivors’ reactions are individual -- some patients 
may be reassured by regular follow-up tests, while others may become very anxious. It is important to be 
aware that annual check-ups can be a cause of stress for cancer survivors and irrespective of their reaction, 
survivors benefit from the emotional support of a clinician who is willing to listen to their fears and provide 
an opportunity to talk about how they are feeling.
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