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INTRODUCTION
Cancer caused nearly 10 million deaths worldwide in 2020, or 
one-sixth of all deaths. Cancer is a difficult disease with many 
physical and psychological effects. Pain, weariness, and appearance 
changes may occur. They may struggle with depression, anxiety, 
and hopelessness. The sickness and its treatment raise life situa-
tions and existential and spiritual questions. The patient and their 
family and friends suffer during this long and difficult journey1,2.

Mental problems are 30–60% more common in cancer 
patients. In addition, 29–43% of these individuals fulfill mental 
illness diagnostic criteria3-5 with 1.28 more chance than con-
trols6. Depression, adjustment difficulties, anxiety disorders, 
and delirium are common in these people. Advanced disease 
patients have a greater frequency and worse prognosis for these 
disorders3-5. Unfortunately, the occurrence of these common 
disorders, which have the potential for successful treatment, 
is underestimated and  undertreated in cancer patients. Only 
10% of these persons are referred for mental health services, 
according to empirical evidence3-5. The problems of stigma and 
discrimination, poorer dignity, poorer health behavior, and lack 
of integration in health-care services for people with severe men-
tal disorders need to be addressed and solved in cancer care7-9.

Interdisciplinary collaboration across medical disciplines 
is needed to advance cancer research and improve clinical care 
due to its complexity. Allowing cancer patients to communi-
cate their fears might induce psychological distress manage-
ment. Cognitive-behavioral therapy, crisis intervention, prob-
lem-solving, supportive, and group psychotherapy have been 
shown to reduce distress and improve the quality of life in cancer 
patients10. Psychotropic drugs and a psychiatrist are needed for 
severe and long-lasting symptoms. Mental condition differen-
tial diagnosis requires a thorough and specialized examination 
to distinguish between main and secondary causes4.

Despite the importance of recognizing and correctly man-
aging mental disorders in cancer patients, there is still less 
information in the literature on the subject. Therefore, this 
article aims to present a narrative review regarding the inter-
faces between oncology and psychiatry, in addition to discuss-
ing how the psychiatrist can assist the oncologist and other 
professionals who deal with oncological diseases in the correct 
management of mental disorders with a focus on in improving 
the prognosis and quality of life.

METHODS
A narrative review was carried out using the following key-
words according to Mesh: oncology AND mental disorders. 
There was no restriction by language or date. The following 
articles were included: meta-analysis, systematic and non-sys-
tematic review, guidelines, clinical trials, cohorts, case-control, 
and cross-sectional studies. The following were excluded: case 
reports, case series, editorials, letters to the editor, and abstracts 
in event annals. Based on their technical knowledge and expe-
rience, the authors selected articles for inclusion in the final 
text for convenience.

RESULTS
Many cancer patients have psychological anguish after their 
diagnosis and treatment, regardless of stage. Distress includes 
unfavorable experiences impacted by cognitive, behavioral, 
emotional, social, spiritual, and physical variables. It can impair 
cancer management, including symptoms and therapy. Distress 
ranges from vulnerability, sadness, and anxiety to severe suffer-
ing and psychological and social impairment, which may indi-
cate a mental disease11-13. Stress can result from cancer diagnosis 
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and the many changes that occur during treatment and after-
ward. Despite advances in cancer detection and treatment, 
the prevalence of long-term side effects outweighs the efficacy 
of cancer treatments in improving survival rates across all age 
groups. Patients’ everyday activities are hindered by weariness, 
discomfort, worry, and sadness11-13.

Those with a history of mental illness, depression, or sub-
stance abuse are more likely to experience moderate or severe 
discomfort. Cognitive impairment, major concomitant diseases, 
uncontrolled symptoms, communication issues, and social 
barriers increase risk. Younger age, living alone, having young 
dependents, and earlier trauma and abuse—physical, sexual, 
emotional, and verbal—are social challenges and risk factors. 
Understanding cancer genetics is linked to emotional and cog-
nitive distress. Distress has been linked to non-adherence to 
oncological treatment, increased difficulty making treatment 
decisions, increased medical appointment frequency, prolonged 
hospital stays, decreased quality of life, decreased surveillance 
examination participation, reduced physical activity, and lim-
ited smoking cessation progress11-13.

Support from a psychiatrist and differential and early diag-
nosis help with a better prognosis and improved quality of 
life and can prevent the emergence of a mental disorder or its 
worsening when it already exists.

Management of mental disorders in oncology

Delirium
Neurocognitive impairment caused by brain dysfunction is 
sometimes called delirium. Changes in consciousness occur 
suddenly in this state. Patients may develop the neurocogni-
tive and behavioral syndrome at any stage of cancer develop-
ment, including at diagnosis. This condition may result from 
cancer, medicine, surgery, or nonmalignant diseases includ-
ing myocardial infarction14,15. Advanced-stage cancer patients 
have a 90% chance of developing delirium in their final hours, 
days, and weeks. The most used screening tool is the Confusion 
Assessment Method (CAM). Delirium’s four main symptoms—
sudden start and fluctuating course, lack of attention, decreased 
cognitive functioning, and consciousness changes—form the 
basis for CAM diagnosis. The CAM method requires criteria 
(1), (2), and (3) or (4) to diagnose delirium14,15.

Delirium is treated with pharmaceutical and nonpharma-
cological methods. Doctors, nurses, and caretakers must col-
laborate on nonpharmacological treatments. Healthcare practi-
tioners try to alleviate patient stress while guaranteeing patient 
safety and integrity. Patient and staff safety must always come 
first. To prevent patient, caregiver, and staff harm, lines and 

catheters must be repaired immediately15,16. A recommended 
routine includes bed exercises and walking. Physical constraints 
can worsen symptoms and cause psychological distress; thus, 
they should be minimized. Patients’ needs, including toi-
let access, must be met immediately. Superfluous procedures 
and annoying inputs such as light, noise, and bustle should 
be reduced. Eyeglasses and hearing aids can remedy visual or 
auditory impairments. To ensure comfort and familiarity, a 
familiar person should be positioned near the patient. Family 
and carers should be informed about delirium and its progres-
sion15,16. This effort educates caregivers and family members on 
patient support and agitation management. Medical experts 
should deliver this instructional intervention. Before starting 
medication, delirium’s multiple causes must be identified and 
treated. Opioids and other risky drugs should be avoided. 
To eliminate kidney metabolites, infections and hydration 
must be treated. Antipsychotics including olanzapine, queti-
apine, and aripiprazole may help cancer patients with delirium 
by increasing calm15,16.

Anxiety disorders
Threats cause psychological and bodily anxiety. Cancer is a 
life-threatening condition that can cause worry in many indi-
viduals. In one research, 77% of 913 patients experienced 
anxiety within 2 years of medication. Anxiety disorders have 
several symptoms. Quantitatively excessive reactions, such 
as anxious adjustment disorder, often occur within a month 
of stress17,18. Generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) requires 
more symptoms than anxious adjustment disorder and symp-
tom persistence for 6 months. In these conditions, anxiety 
often seems free-floating, without a precipitant or intensi-
fication pattern. Panic disorder causes anxiety to build to a 
peak. Phobic anxiety only responds to certain triggers, caus-
ing anticipatory avoidance. Medical facilities and therapies 
can cause phobias, and animal and social phobias may pre-
cede cancer. A descriptive classification of anxiety disorders is 
common. Regardless of its qualities, aberrant anxiety caused 
by an organic stimulation is called organic anxiety. Drugs 
like interferon can cause organic anxiety in cancer patients. 
Depression and anxiety might arise. Cancer specialists are 
responsible for diagnosing cancer patients’ anxiety. Cancer 
specialists are still poor at recognizing and treating patients 
with mental disorders. Many questionnaires have been used 
to measure psychological discomfort and depression in cancer 
patients. All these procedures perform poorly when compared 
with standardized psychiatric interviews, and their use does 
not improve depression or anxiety outcomes. The explana-
tion for these poor results is inadequate. Several self-report 
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surveys measure anxiety specifically17,18. However, their rela-
tive effectiveness in detecting elevated anxiety levels is unclear. 
Identifying high-risk populations may help discover anxiety 
disorders. Younger people, women, and the disadvantaged 
are more likely to worry. Anxiety symptoms rise following a 
cancer diagnosis but decrease with time. Several contextual 
variables affect cancer patients’ anxiety. Cancer research has 
traditionally examined anxiety as a continuum rather than 
pathological levels, making it unclear how cancer-related con-
ditions affect anxiety disorders or adaptive normal anxiety. 
People with such symptoms must consult a doctor. Scales aid 
identification. The nosological diagnosis should guide treat-
ment, which includes psychotherapy, with cognitive-behav-
ioral psychotherapy being the most common, and psycho-
tropic medicines of various durations17,18.

Mood disorders
Mood disorders pose a substantial health and economic bur-
den across the globe19. Due to their chronic, often recurrent 
nature and common pathophysiological pathways, mood 
disorders have been associated with a host of physical con-
ditions and illnesses, including cardiovascular disease, dia-
betes, gastroesophageal reflux disease, asthma, arthritis, and 
bone fracture. Moreover, mortality rates among those with 
mood disorders have been estimated to be 35% greater than 
in the general population, with most of these deaths due to 
comorbid chronic physical conditions. In the case-control 
study (n=807), mood disorder was documented for 18 of 
the 75 (9.3%) cancer cases and among 288 controls (24.0% 
vs. 39.3%)20.

Suspicion should arise not only in the presence of mood 
symptoms (e.g., hypothymia, euphoria, or mixed state) but 
also in a previous history of mood disorder. Reduced plea-
sure, difficulties with sleep, changes in appetite, reduced 
expectations about the future, and ideas of death (with or 
without planning) may suggest the presence of depression. 
Increased energy, reduced need for sleep, accelerated thinking, 
and grandiosity may suggest mania. When conducting the 
case, it is important to share with the psychiatrist the inves-
tigation of possible primary or secondary causes. Examples 
of the latter include medications, the inflammatory process 
itself, and hormonal changes (such as the euphoria caused 
by increased serotonin production in carcinoid tumors or 
the effects of thyroid hormone supply in preventing recur-
rence in thyroid neoplasms)21-23. Treatment will depend on 
the diagnosis: depressive disorder (psychotherapy and anti-
depressants), mania, or mixed state (mood stabilizers and/or 
atypical antipsychotics)22,24,25.

Psychotic disorders
Studies have noted that people with schizophrenia or mental 
disorders are most diagnosed in advanced stages of cancer4,26,27. 
Some symptoms of schizophrenia can emerge secondary to 
brain tumors and chemotherapy and can be confused with 
symptoms of delirium4,26,27. The preexisting or recent-onset 
psychosis can have a negative impact on the quality of care, 
continuity of care, and reaching remission as it is noted that a 
significant number of people are lost to follow-up in 1 year4,26,27. 
The quality of care is further poor in the homeless and institu-
tionalized psychiatric patients. Treatment involves the use of 
antipsychotics; however, it is important that the team is aware 
of the limitations of these patients who have a distorted sense 
of reality28. Such patients will need support from their fam-
ily members to make decisions. Delusional symptoms should 
not be confronted directly. At the same time, careful guidance 
is necessary regarding the state of health and the steps of the 
entire treatment4,26,27,29.

Suicide behavior
Mental problems such as mood, substance use, psychotic, per-
sonality, and anxiety disorders can lead to suicidal behavior. 
Suicide risk among cancer patients who have mood disorders or 
anxiety and somatoform disorders is higher than for those with-
out mental disorders30. A unified framework for describing sui-
cidal conduct must include thought, planning, and attempt31-33. 
This improves situational management. Risk factors for suicide 
behavior must be categorized by the individual’s condition, 
genetic predisposition, demographics, psychological variables, 
physical well-being, and health status, including chronic dis-
eases. Also, the person’s history of suicidal conduct, including 
non-suicidal self-harm, should be evaluated31-33. The examina-
tion of a mental disorder requires a safety plan that includes 
counseling, research, and monitoring to protect the individ-
ual. Suicide-risk persons must be monitored. Hospitalization 
may be necessary to protect their health in high-risk scenarios 
such as repeated attempts or a set strategy31-33.

DISCUSSION
As previously discussed, the prevalence of mental illnesses in 
cancer patients is significant, underscoring the criticality of 
effectively managing these conditions. The presence of stress 
associated with illness is a risk factor that requires attention, 
as it has been identified as a contributing element in the 
onset of mental disorders. There is a limited body of litera-
ture pertaining to this subject, and the current knowledge 
on differential diagnosis and therapy draws upon the same 



4

Rev Assoc Med Bras. 2024;70(Suppl 1):e2024S129

Oncology and psychiatry

REFERENCES
1. WHO. Cancer. 2024. Available from: https://www.who.int/news-

room/fact-sheets/detail/cancer

2. Ferlay J, Colombet M, Soerjomataram I, Parkin DM, Piñeros M, 
Znaor A, et al. Cancer statistics for the year 2020: an overview. 
Int J Cancer. 2021. https://doi.org/10.1002/ijc.33588

3. Tada Y, Matsubara M, Kawada S, Ishida M, Wada M, Wada T, et al. 
Psychiatric disorders in cancer patients at a university hospital in 
Japan: descriptive analysis of 765 psychiatric referrals. Jpn J Clin 
Oncol. 2012;42(3):183-8. https://doi.org/10.1093/jjco/hyr200

4. Venkataramu VN, Ghotra HK, Chaturvedi SK. Management of 
psychiatric disorders in patients with cancer. Indian J Psychiatry. 
2022;64(Suppl 2):S458-S472. https://doi.org/10.4103/
indianjpsychiatry.indianjpsychiatry_15_22

5. Anuk D, Özkan M, Kizir A, Özkan S. The characteristics and risk 
factors for common psychiatric disorders in patients with cancer 
seeking help for mental health. BMC Psychiatry. 2019;19(1):269. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-019-2251-z

6. Vehling S, Mehnert-Theuerkauf A, Philipp R, Härter M, Kraywinkel 
K, Kuhnert R, et al. Prevalence of mental disorders in patients with 
cancer compared to matched controls - secondary analysis of two 
nationally representative surveys. Acta Oncol. 2022;61(1):7-13. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/0284186X.2021.1992008

7. Grassi  L ,  Riba M.  Cancer and severe mental  i l lness: 
bi-directional problems and potential solutions. Psychooncology. 
2020;29(10):1445-51. https://doi.org/10.1002/pon.5534

8. Silva AG, Baldaçara L, Cavalcante DA, Fasanella NA, Palha AP. The 
impact of mental illness stigma on psychiatric emergencies. Front 
Psychiatry. 2020;11:573. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2020.00573

9. Bentson TM, Fløe LE, Bruun JM, Eriksen JG, Johnsen SP, Videbech 
P, et al. Barriers in cancer trajectories of patients with pre-existing 
severe mental disorders-a systematic review. Psychooncology. 
2023;32(6):862-74. https://doi.org/10.1002/pon.6138

10. Currier MB. The interface of psychiatry and oncology. Int Rev 
Psychiatry. 2014;26(1):1-3. https://doi.org/10.3109/09540261
.2013.871800

11. Oh HM, Son CG. The risk of psychological stress on cancer 
recurrence: a systematic review. Cancers (Basel). 2021;13(22):5816. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/cancers13225816

12. National Cancer Institute. Stress and cancer. NIH. 2022. Available 
from: https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/coping/feelings/
stress-fact-sheet

13. Riba MB, Donovan KA, Andersen B, Braun I, Breitbart WS, 
Brewer BW, et al. Distress management, version 3.2019, NCCN 
clinical practice guidelines in oncology. J Natl Compr Canc Netw. 
2019;17(10):1229-49. https://doi.org/10.6004/jnccn.2019.0048

14. Majzoub I, Abunafeesa H, Cheaito R, Cheaito MA, Elsayem AF. 
Management of altered mental status and delirium in cancer patients. 
Ann Palliat Med. 2019;8(5):728-39. https://doi.org/10.21037/
apm.2019.09.14

15. Bush SH, Lawlor PG, Ryan K, Centeno C, Lucchesi M, Kanji S, 
et al. Delirium in adult cancer patients: ESMO clinical practice 
guidelines. Ann Oncol. 2018;29(Suppl 4):iv143-iv165. https://
doi.org/10.1093/annonc/mdy147

16. Baldaçara L, Diaz AP, Leite V, Pereira LA, Santos RM, Gomes 
Júnior VP, et al. Brazilian guidelines for the management of 
psychomotor agitation. Part 2. Pharmacological approach. Braz J 
Psychiatry. 2019;41(4):324-35. https://doi.org/10.1590/1516-
4446-2018-0177

17. Stark D, Kiely M, Smith A, Velikova G, House A, Selby P. Anxiety 
disorders in cancer patients: their nature, associations, and relation 
to quality of life. J Clin Oncol. 2002;20(14):3137-48. https://doi.
org/10.1200/JCO.2002.08.549

18. Traeger L, Greer JA, Fernandez-Robles C, Temel JS, Pirl WF. 
Evidence-based treatment of anxiety in patients with cancer. J 
Clin Oncol. 2012;30(11):1197-205. https://doi.org/10.1200/
JCO.2011.39.5632

information utilized for other patient populations. When for-
mulating a treatment plan, it is crucial to carefully evaluate 
any secondary reasons (such as drugs and clinical disorders) 
to see if they may be reversed before taking any psychiatric 
medication. The management of such circumstances typi-
cally entails psychotherapy or pharmacotherapy and neces-
sitates the involvement of a psychiatrist collaborating with 
the oncology team.

CONCLUSION
The prevalence of mental illnesses among individuals diagnosed 
with cancer is significant, necessitating the crucial involvement 
of a psychiatrist in their treatment. These subjects exhibit con-
siderable research potential, as there is a dearth of specialized 
investigations within this particular cohort.
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