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People with depression have increased the risk of mortality rate among cancer patients. Research 
literature was reviewed with regard to depression, its prevalence among cancer patients and 
associated factors. 
A literature search was conducted with the following search terms, key-words and 
phrases‘depression’ and ‘cancer patients’. The search was performed in the following databases - 
PubMed, ProQuest and Google Scholar. 
Considerable debate exists regarding the causes for the high prevalence of depression in patients 
with cancer, however gaps remain in relevant aspects, encouraging further studies in specific 
subgroups of cancer patients to evaluate the impact of each variable on the risk for developing 
depression. From this review we infer, that there are various factors which influence the increased 
prevalence of depression, among patients with cancer. Rather than a single causative factor, there 
are multiple factors associated with depression, such as socio-demographic variables and clinical 
variables. 
Research literature supports the necessity for early identification of depression in people with cancer 
and initiation of suitable interventions. It is of paramount importance that guidelines specific to the 
Indian context are developed for the screening and monitoring of cancer patients with reference to 
depression. 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

  
 
 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 

“Cancer Survived is a Life Revived”. Cancer is the leading 
cause of death in economically developed countries and the 
second leading cause of death in developing countries.1  India 
stands 3rd  highest number of cancer cases among women, 
Slightly more than 1 million new cases of cancer are diagnosed 
every year in a population of 1·2 billion.2  Cancer is a grave 
illness and can lead to  great distress in patients.3  It is often 
thought of as an untreatable, unbearably painful disease with no 
cure. In india due to cancer, people are facing profound social 
and economic consequences. It often associated with tobacco 
use, infections, and other social factors especially inequalities, 
are major cause of India's cancer burden. People are more 
likely to die before the age of 70 years due to cancer.4 

 

 Persons who are diagnosed with cancer can generates a higher 
level of distress.3 The recognition of cancer is a tough event can 
lead to psychological anguish.5 Eventually, high level of mental 
stress may lead to anxiety, depression or both in cancer 
patients.6 Among cancer patients, depression is a common co-
morbidity.  A strong body of evidence demonstrates the 

coexistence of depression and cancer, reported the prevalence 
rates of depression ranging from 20 to 50%.  The rate of 
depression is three times higher in cancer patients when 
compared to general population.7 Depression affects the quality 
of life which resulting in high mortality rate in cancer. 8  

 

Research literature was  reviewed with regard to prevalence of 
depression among cancer patients. A literature search was 
conducted with the following search terms and key-words 
which includes ‘prevalence’ ‘depression’, ‘cancer patients’, 
‘screening’, ‘socio-demographic variables’ and ‘clinical 
variables’. The search was performed in the following 
databases - PubMed, Medline Plus and Google Scholar.  
 

This review commences with an overview of depression. Next, 
it focuses on screening o depression among cancer patients. 
The review subsequently focuses on the prevalence of 
depression among cancer patients and  its associated factors. 
 

An overview of Depression Among Cancer Patients 
 

Depression is a common comorbidity in cancer cases.  A strong 
body of evidence demonstrates the coexistence of depression 
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and cancer,  reported the prevalence rates of depression ranging 
from 20 to 50%.7  Depression is the not about just feeling down 
in the dumps or sad for a few days. It can interfere with your 
everyday life. According to the World Health Organization 
(2014), depression is projected to become the second leading 
contributor to the global burden of disease by 2020.9  Higher 
mortality rate of cancer occur due to poorer quality of life.10 A 
meta-analysis study revealed that, major depression 39%, and 
depressive symptoms of about 25% .11 The effect of mood and 
mental wellbeing regard to cancer progression of about >70% 
of oncologists and 85% of them patients  are believing mood 
and mental wellness will worsen the cancer.12 

 

 Studies based on the usage of Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM) criteria 14 in which major depressive disorder 
(MDD) have identified the prevalence ranges from 2.0–43.5%. 
15,16   In case of  palliative care, documented of depression 
abouts49.0%.17 Many studies reported, difference in prevalence 
due to assessment tools, types of patients interviewed,  age 
groups, gender proportions, inpatient status and other 
factors18.,19  

 

Non-pathological sadness may be a normal response to a 
cancer diagnosis, however, stress beyond the coping 
mechanisms of patients may result in major depressive 
disorder. Depression leads to a poorer quality of life  and 
compromises patient outcomes, with depression resulting in 
higher rates of mortality in cancer. 8 On account of fatigue or 
lack of motivation, person with untreated depression aren’t 
likely to take their cancer treatment. Persons will not ask for  
emotional and financial support to cope with cancer due to 
withdraw from family or other social support systems, which 
provoke the stress and feelings of despair.20 

 

Recognition of depression and determining the appropriate 
level of intervention, ranging from brief counseling and support 
groups to medication and psychotherapy is an important aspect 
of cancer care, which unfortunately is missing in most 
palliative care settings.21  
 

Prevalence of Depression Among Cancer Patients 
 

A cross-sectional study was conducted on 270 breast cancer 
patients. Prevalence rates of depression were noted as, 17(6%) 
had mild depression, 19(7%) had moderate depression,  12 
(4%) had moderately severe depression,  and 10(4%) had 
severe depression.25  A study was conducted on  prevalence of 
depression and  depressive spectrum disorders. The data shows 
that, prevalence of depression and depressive disorders are 5% 
and 60% respectively,.26 

 

A descriptive study was conducted on prevalence of depression 
among 174 cancer patients who are in chemotherapy admitted 
in tertiary care of hospital, North Bengal. Finding shows that, 
97 (55.7%) were in depression.27 World Health Survey 
involving 2,45,404 participants from 60 countries in all regions 
of the world, showed that between 9.3% and 23% of 
participants with one or more chronic physical diseases had co-
morbid depression reported by WHO. 28 A cross sectional study 
was conducted to assess the depression and anxiety among 300 
cancer patients in tertiary care hospitals. Finding shows that, 
154 (51.3%) patients were not anxious or depressed  and 146 
(48.7%) patients were anxious or depressed.29  A strong body 
of evidence demonstrates the coexistence of depression and 
cancer, reported prevalence rates of depression for solid tumors 

ranging from 20 to 50%.30 A descriptive Study on prevalence of 
Anxiety and Depression among 200 Breast Cancer Patients 
from North India Finding shows that, prevalence of anxiety and 
depression among the breast cancer patients was 37.0% and 
28.0% respectively. 31   

 

In 2016, 322 million people are living with depression and 
anxiety  worldwide and nearly half of them live in South East 
Asian and Western Pacific region, reflecting relatively large 
populations of India and China. “The total number of people 
living with depression, anxiety in the world is 322 million. The 
total estimated number of people living with depression 
increased by 18.4% between 2005 and 2017.32 A descriptive 
study on prevalence of depression and anxiety. Nearly 50% of 
the women with early breast cancer had depression, anxiety, 
25% in the second, third, and fourth years, and 15% in the fifth 
year were reported 33 

 

A descriptive study on prevalence of depression and anxiety 
among 930 cancer patients in Bhopal. Finding shows that 
(23.1%) had scores 11 or greater and would be the most likely 
to have had anxiety (17.7%) or depressive (9.9%) disorders 34. 
In India 2016 . Tamilnadu having high burden of cancer cases 
in that, cancer patient having 56% of depression, 43.8% of 
stress  and 63.8% of anxiety 35 
 

A descriptive study to assess Prevalence of Depression among 
356 Cancer patient who attending cancer department at city 
hospital at Bihar. Finding shows that Depression is highly 
associated with oropharyngeal (22%–57%), pancreatic (33%–
50%), breast (1.5%–46%), and lung (11%–44%) cancers were 
reported.36  

 

A  cross sectional study was conducted on Prevalence and Risk 
Factors of Major Depressive Disorders among 109 
Gynaecological Cancer Patients.  The results shows that  
prevalence of depression estimated to be  20%.37 A descriptive 
study on Prevalence of depression and anxiety among 150 
cancer patients in Bangalore. Findings shows that 44 (29.3%) 
are in  mild anxiety, 25 (16.7%) are in  symptomatic anxiety 
and  40 (26.7%) are in mild depression and 32 (21.3%) are in 
symptomatic depression.38 

 

Variables Associated with Depression in Cancer Patients  
Socio-Demographic Variables 
 

Among the various studies conducted on depression in cancer 
patients , socio-demographic variables, such as, age, gender, 
educational status were studied by most researchers. A study 
reported the higher prevalence of depression  in the age group 
18–40 years and lowest among those above 60 years. 25  In 
contrast to another study, who reported depression was 
comparatively higher in patients ≥50 years. 24 Certain studies 
highlighted low socio-economic status  as a correlate of 
depression25,27. Depression was comparatively higher in male 
patients were reported22, But in another study reported that, 
female patients have higher depression level. 29 Depression was  
higher in cancer patients who received higher education 24 , But 
in contrast to another study depression level was higher in 
illiterate caner patients were reported. 31 

 

Clinical Variables  
 

Variables like duration of illness and exposure to type of 
treatment and type of cancer are reviewed here. 
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Overall, 81 (40%) cancer patients  reported an episode of 
depression, anxiety, or both lasting at least 90 days, 41 (20%) 
reported an episode lasting fewer than 90 days, and 80 (40%) 
reported no episodes.26 Cancer patients who received 
chemotherapy as a single treatment (66.7% had symptomatic 
depression and 77.8% symptomatic anxiety 27 were calculated.  
In the type of cancer, breast cancer patients are  having 28.1% , 
colorectal cancer patients are having 9.4%, stomach cancer 
patients are having 28.1%, lung  cancer patients are having 
15.6% and thyroid cancer patients are having 3.1% of 
depression.34 

 

Screening of Depression Among cancer Patients 
 

There are simple validated tools are used for screening 
purposes and helps to complete within 5 minutes. A varies 
studies shown the potential tools for the screening of 
depression 22,23in that, 35 short tools are  for the screening of 
depression, which consists of 1–14 items. Most of them are 
used to assess depression among cancer patients.  Scores can be 
worsen when there is deterioration of the patient health 
condition; BDI (Beck Depression Inventory) has the criticism 
with it 24. Others, tool which includes, HADS (Hospital 
Anxiety and Depression Scale), helps to assess emotional 
distress. Single Verbal Item, Patient Health Questionnaire 
(PHQ1), (PHQ2)and PHQ2 + Help Question, two verbal items 
which includes BCFD (Bried Case Find for Depression), 
Edinburgh Postnatal Depression Scale (EPDS), Brief (EPDS), 
Hornheide Screening Instrument and (Hornheide Short Form), 
General Health Questionnaire 9, BDI Short Form, HADS and 
(HADS depression subscale) are tools which are commonly 
used for cancer patients. 
 

Summary of Review & Need for Further Research 
 

From this review it is apparent that studies on the prevalence of 
depression among cancer patients.  Compare to other countries, 
Indian studies are less in number. Based on this review, no 
clear pattern emerges with regard to the association between 
variables and depression among cancer patients. Emphasis 
needs to be laid on more studies in future, the importance of 
psychiatric treatment and rehabilitation programmes. The 
prevalence of depression among patients with cancer patients is 
cause for concern. While considerable debate are exists related 
to prevalence of depression among cancer patients. Still, gaps 
remain in some of the aspects. So, there is a need for further 
studies in cancer patients to evaluate the effect of each variable 
on the risk for developing depression.. From this review we 
elicit, that there are various associated factors which influence 
the increased prevalence of depression among cancer patients. 
Rather than a single causative factor, there are multiple factors 
associated with depression.  
 

Research literature supports the necessity for early 
identification of depression among cancer patients and 
initiation of suitable interventions. It is of paramount 
importance that guidelines specific to the Indian context are 
developed for the screening and monitoring of cancer patients 
with reference depression. Appropriate screening for 
depression is likely to contribute to a better overall outcome. 
The fact that depression is widely prevalent among individuals 
with cancer, and studies in this part of the country are scarce, 
underscores the need for further research on this topic. 
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