
 Corresponding author: Mithesh M 

Copyright © 2023 Author(s) retain the copyright of this article. This article is published under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution Liscense 4.0. 

Caregivers’ mental health in cancer journey: A Review 

Mithesh M 1, * and Praveen K Sheelam 2 

1 Psycho-social Department, Solis Health, 5/8, Brunton Cross Rd, off Magrath Road, Craig Park Layout, Ashok Nagar, 
Bengaluru, Karnataka 560025, India. 
2 Solis Health, Solis Health, 5/8, Brunton Cross Rd, off Magrath Road, Craig Park Layout, Ashok Nagar, Bengaluru, 
Karnataka 560025, India. 

World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2023, 20(03), 225–235 

Publication history: Received on 17 October 2023; revised on 26 November 2023; accepted on 29 November 2023 

Article DOI: https://doi.org/10.30574/wjarr.2023.20.3.2443 

Abstract 

Caregiving in the context of cancer involves intricate psychological dimensions that profoundly impact caregivers' well-
being and the quality of care provided. This research delves into the overlooked realm of caregiver mental health within 
the cancer journey, illuminating the emotional complexities. 

Examining caregiver roles and stressors, the study reveals the responsibilities caregivers shoulder, encompassing 
emotional support, daily tasks and advocacy within the healthcare system. Emotional distress, physical strain, financial 
burdens and social isolation characterize their experiences, influencing both caregivers and care recipients. 

Exploration into coping strategies and resilience highlights the significance of emotional expression, social support, self-
care and proactive education. Resilient caregivers exhibit adaptability, positivity and effective communication, crucial 
for navigating the challenges of caregiving. Acknowledging the need for comprehensive support, the study advocates 
for tailored programs to alleviate caregiver stress. Challenges in accessing support programs due to awareness gaps 
and financial constraints emphasize the necessity for inclusive, accessible support systems. 

This research sets the stage for future investigations into cultural, socioeconomic influences and longitudinal studies to 
develop targeted interventions. Practical implications underscore the integration of technology, caregiver-inclusive 
healthcare policies and robust support networks, aiming for a more empathetic and supportive landscape. 

In conclusion, understanding and addressing caregiver mental health stand as pivotal components of holistic cancer 
care. The study calls for a cultural shift, prioritizing comprehensive support for those navigating the intricate path of 
cancer care. Its findings advocate action across healthcare, societal attitudes and support initiatives, emphasizing the 
significance of caregiver well-being in the broader context of cancer care.  
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1. Introduction

A cancer diagnosis is an epochal moment, sending profound reverberations through the lives of all those it touches. 
While the medical community and society at large frequently train their focus on the patient's odyssey through cancer, 
it is of paramount importance not to disregard the caregivers who provide unwavering support, compassion and care. 
This research embarks on a journey into the uncharted realm of caregiver mental health within the context of the cancer 
journey, with a particular emphasis on the intricate psychological aspects that underpin their experiences. 
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From a psychological standpoint, caregiving for a loved one with cancer is a multifaceted and emotionally charged role. 
This role is fraught with unique stressors that emerge from the intimate witnessing of a loved one's battle with cancer. 
These psychological stressors can be profound, leading caregivers to grapple with a complex array of emotions, 
including anxiety, depression and an overwhelming sense of helplessness. Often, these emotional burdens are 
compounded by guilt, as caregivers may erroneously perceive themselves as falling short or failing to alleviate their 
loved one's suffering[1,2]. 

When examined through a psychological lens, the experience of caregiving frequently gives rise to what psychologist’s 
term "caregiver burden." This encompassing concept encompasses emotional, social and psychological stressors 
experienced by individuals providing care for their loved ones[3]. The psychological dimension of caregiver burden 
often manifests as anxiety and depression social stressors may arise from disruptions to daily life, and emotional stress 
is commonly fuelled by the perpetual worry and vigilance inherent in caregiving[4]. When caring for a cancer patient, 
the psychological toll can be particularly pronounced due to the severity of the illness and the protracted nature of 
treatment[5]. 

This research endeavours to shed light on the psychological intricacies of the cancer caregiver's journey, underscoring 
the emotional challenges through a psychological lens. It is crucial to acknowledge that caregivers are not immune to 
the psychological toll exacted by cancer. The emotional and psychological burdens should be recognized and 
comprehended, as they encompass experiences of anxiety, depression, and a profound sense of helplessness and guilt. 

From a psychological perspective, the interplay between caregiver mental health and the patient's prognosis unfolds as 
a complex and interconnected narrative. Elevated levels of caregiver stress and depression may potentially have an 
adverse impact on the patient's overall well-being. This intricate relationship between caregiver and patient well-being 
underscores the imperative nature of addressing caregiver mental health from a psychological perspective[2]. 

The central aim of this research is to underscore the critical importance of caregiver mental health from a psychological 
vantage point and to offer insights into effective psychological strategies for support and intervention. By deepening 
our comprehension of caregiver well-being from a psychological perspective, this study endeavours to contribute to a 
more comprehensive understanding of holistic cancer care. It is designed to equip healthcare professionals, 
psychologists, support organizations and families with a deeper understanding of the psychological dynamics at play. 
Ultimately, the goal is to enhance the overall quality of life for both patients and their caregivers and to encourage a 
more comprehensive and empathetic approach to the cancer journey. This approach recognizes and addresses the 
unique psychological challenges faced by those who selflessly provide care. 

In the following sections, we will delve more profoundly into the psychological aspects of caregiving, examining the 
psychological stressors, coping mechanisms and psychological interventions that can alleviate the mental health burden 
on caregivers. This approach aims to foster a more psychologically informed perspective on cancer caregiving, 
benefitting both the patient and the caregiver. 

2. Caregiver Roles and Stress  

Caring for a loved one grappling with cancer entails a multitude of responsibilities, often borne by family members or 
close friends who play a significant role in the patient's journey. These caregivers serve as emotional anchors, offering 
comfort, empathy and solace, guiding patients through the emotional turbulence that often accompanies cancer[4,6]. 
Additionally, caregivers frequently find themselves assisting with the patient's daily living activities, such as bathing, 
dressing, feeding and providing mobility support. This role becomes even more critical when cancer or its treatments 
result in physical limitations[7]. Caregivers also shoulder the responsibility of medication management, ensuring that 
the patient's medications are coordinated and taken as prescribed. Transportation is another significant role they play, 
as they are tasked with shuttling patients to and from medical appointments and treatment sessions. Moreover, 
caregivers serve as advocates within the healthcare system, ensuring that the patient's concerns are heard and that they 
receive the best possible care. 

Beyond these practical responsibilities, caregivers often find themselves managing household chores and 
responsibilities, stepping in when the patient's energy and capability are diminished. They act as a vital communication 
link between the patient and healthcare providers, relaying information, discussing treatment options and ensuring the 
patient's preferences are taken into account. In addition to these roles, caregivers provide essential companionship, 
offering moments of joy, meaningful conversations, and emotional support[8]. 
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However, the multifaceted roles and responsibilities of caregivers are accompanied by significant stress. Various factors 
contribute to this stress, including the emotional impact of witnessing a loved one's suffering, which can lead to feelings 
of sadness, anxiety, and grief. The emotional toll is often underestimated, yet it is a significant aspect of the caregiver's 
experience[9,10]. 

The physical demands of caregiving are not to be understated. Assisting with mobility, lifting and managing medications 
can result in caregiver fatigue and physical stress. These demands take a toll on the caregiver's own physical health, as 
they may find themselves neglecting their own well-being while prioritizing the patient's needs[11]. 

The time commitment involved in caregiving is noteworthy. Caregivers juggle a multitude of responsibilities, including 
their personal daily tasks and often their work obligations[12]. This leaves them with limited personal time and self-
care opportunities. They frequently sacrifice their own leisure and self-care to meet the needs of the patient[13]. 

Furthermore, the financial strain associated with caregiving can be substantial. Medical expenses, transportation costs 
and the potential need to reduce work hours or take time off can lead to financial stress[14]. Caregivers may not only 
bear the financial burden of cancer but also find themselves incurring significant out-of-pocket expenses related to the 
patient's care. The social isolation stemming from caregiving can be particularly challenging[15]. Caregivers often find 
themselves with limited time for personal relationships and activities, which can lead to feelings of loneliness and 
isolation. This isolation can be emotionally distressing and exacerbate the overall stress experienced by caregivers. 

Anticipatory grief is a common experience among caregivers. The need to prepare for the potential loss of a loved one 
can be emotionally distressing. Caregivers often grapple with feelings of sadness, anxiety, and grief as they confront the 
uncertain future[16,17]. 

The uncertainty surrounding cancer and its treatment can contribute to emotional stress. Caregivers may find 
themselves constantly worrying about the patient's condition, prognosis and treatment outcomes. The ever-present 
uncertainty can add to their emotional burden. The lack of self-care is a recurrent theme among caregivers[18]. In their 
dedication to the patient's well-being, caregivers frequently neglect their own self-care practices, such as exercise, 
relaxation and personal time. This lack of self-care can have detrimental effects on their physical and emotional well-
being[19,20]. 

Recognizing these caregiver roles and the associated stressors is vital for providing support and developing 
interventions to help them manage the challenges they face while caring for loved ones with cancer. Caregivers need 
comprehensive support to address not only the practical aspects of caregiving but also their emotional well-being. By 
acknowledging and understanding these challenges, healthcare professionals and support organizations can better 
tailor their services to alleviate caregiver stress and enhance the quality of care provided to cancer patients. Caregivers 
play an indispensable role in the patient's journey and supporting them is essential for the well-being of caregiver. 

3. Impact on Care Recipients 

The mental health of caregivers plays a pivotal role in shaping the quality of care provided to cancer patients. It is 
undeniable that the emotional and psychological well-being of caregivers has a direct and profound impact on their 
ability to offer effective care. When caregivers are in good mental health, they are better equipped to provide the 
emotional support and practical assistance that care recipients require[21]. 

Caregivers who experience lower levels of stress, anxiety and depression tend to exhibit greater patience and empathy 
in their interactions with care recipients[22]. They are more adept at offering a reassuring and supportive presence, a 
quality that significantly eases the emotional burden borne by cancer patients. Moreover, caregivers in good mental 
health are better positioned to manage the complex responsibilities of coordinating medical care, administering 
medications, and advocating on behalf of care recipients within the healthcare system[23]. This results in enhanced 
communication among the patient, caregiver and medical professionals, ultimately contributing to an improved overall 
quality of care[22,24]. 

Conversely, when caregivers grapple with high levels of stress or emotional distress, their capacity to maintain the same 
level of care quality is compromised. Their emotional well-being directly influences their ability to respond effectively 
to the needs of care recipients[25]. Stress and caregiver burnout can lead to impatience, frustration and a diminished 
capacity to provide the emotional support that individuals coping with cancer require. This, in turn, can negatively 
impact the emotional well-being and overall quality of life of the care recipient[26]. 



World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2023, 20(03), 225–235 

228 

The emotional and psychological well-being of care recipients is intricately intertwined with the mental health of their 
caregivers[27]. Care recipients are acutely attuned to the emotional state of their caregivers and any distress or anxiety 
experienced by caregivers can have a direct impact on the emotional and psychological health of care recipients[28]. 

When caregivers exhibit emotional stability and provide consistent emotional support, care recipients frequently 
experience reduced anxiety and depression[29]. They are more likely to feel secure and comforted and this can have a 
positive influence on their emotional well-being. A supportive caregiver can offer reassurance during moments of fear 
or anxiety, creating an environment where care recipients are better equipped to cope with the challenges of 
cancer[21,28]. 

In contrast, when caregivers are under significant stress, care recipients may internalize this distress, resulting in 
heightened emotional turmoil. Care recipients can become more anxious, worried and may even feel responsible for 
their caregiver's emotional state. This emotional burden can intensify the psychological distress that often accompanies 
a cancer diagnosis[30,31]. 

Furthermore, the overall quality of care provided by distressed caregivers may be compromised, potentially impacting 
the physical well-being of care recipients[32]. For instance, care recipients may experience difficulties in medication 
management or lapses in medical care coordination when caregivers are under stress[33]. These practical challenges 
can have direct consequences on the health and prognosis of care recipients, further exacerbating their emotional and 
psychological distress[34,35]. 

Recognizing the profound influence of caregiver mental health on care quality and the emotional and psychological well-
being of care recipients underscores the necessity of comprehensive support systems designed to address the emotional 
needs of caregivers. By prioritizing the mental well-being of caregivers, healthcare professionals and support 
organizations can positively impact the care provided to cancer patients and alleviate the emotional and psychological 
challenges faced by care recipients. 

4. Coping Strategies and Resilience  

One foundational aspect of coping for caregivers is the practice of emotional expression. Whether through candid 
conversations with friends, active participation in support groups, or personal solace found in journaling, articulating 
and sharing feelings becomes an essential cathartic outlet[36]. This emotional release is crucial, preventing overwhelm 
and fostering a sense of connection with others who understand the unique challenges they face. 

In tandem, seeking social support plays a pivotal role in caregivers' coping strategies. Engaging with peer groups and 
online communities provides a space where mutual understanding and emotional sustenance thrive[37]. The ability to 
share experiences, exchange advice and receive empathetic support from those traversing similar paths becomes a 
lifeline, mitigating the potential sense of isolation that often accompanies such a demanding role[38]. 

Recognizing the importance of their well-being, caregivers prioritize self-care practices. This involves ensuring 
adequate sleep, maintaining a wholesome diet and integrating activities that bring personal joy and relaxation[39]. 
Caregivers understand that their emotional and physical health is directly linked to their ability to provide effective 
care, making self-care a fundamental aspect of their coping strategy[40,41]. 

Effective time management is another skill caregivers hone as part of their coping mechanisms. Juggling diverse 
responsibilities, from medical appointments to daily living tasks, requires careful organization and prioritization[42]. 
This skill not only helps caregivers maintain control amidst challenges but also contributes to a more sustainable 
caregiving routine. 

Proactive education about the specific cancer diagnosis, treatments and potential challenges emerges as a key coping 
mechanism for caregivers[43]. Armed with knowledge, caregivers can make informed decisions, anticipate the evolving 
needs of the care recipient and communicate effectively with healthcare professionals. This empowerment through 
education enhances their ability to navigate the complex medical landscape, providing a sense of control and mastery 
over the caregiving role[44,45]. 

Mindfulness and relaxation techniques, such as meditation and deep-breathing exercises, offer caregivers a means to 
manage stress and cultivate emotional resilience[44]. These practices become invaluable tools, allowing caregivers to 
stay grounded in the present moment and cope with the emotional toll of witnessing a loved one's illness[46]. 
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Moreover, professional counselling becomes a structured avenue for caregivers to navigate complex emotions. 
Therapists provide support in managing grief, exploring coping strategies and fostering emotional well-being[47,48]. 
This external support system is tailored to address the unique challenges that caregivers face, providing a confidential 
and empathetic space for them to express and process their emotions[49,50]. 

Each of these coping mechanisms contributes to the caregiver's ability to navigate the emotional intricacies of the cancer 
journey. It's an ongoing process of self-discovery and adaptation, recognizing that the emotional landscape is dynamic 
and requires a diverse toolkit for effective coping[51]. In tandem with coping strategies, resilience among caregivers is 
shaped by various factors[52]. A robust social support network, comprised of family, friends, or support groups, fosters 
a sense of belonging and encouragement. Knowing they are not alone in their challenges provides caregivers with a 
safety net, a community that understands and validates their experiences[53,54]. 

Maintaining a positive mindset, even in the face of adversity, characterizes resilient caregivers. They view challenges as 
opportunities for growth and learning, reframing difficulties as part of a broader journey that includes moments of 
strength and personal development[55,56]. 

Flexibility in adapting to evolving circumstances is a hallmark of resilience. Resilient caregivers recognize the 
unpredictability of the cancer journey and develop the ability to adjust their expectations and plans accordingly[57]. 
This adaptability is crucial in the face of ever-changing medical conditions and the dynamic nature of caregiving[58]. 

A clear sense of purpose and commitment to the well-being of their loved one provides resilient caregivers with a 
motivational anchor[59]. This sense of purpose becomes a driving force during challenging times, sustaining them 
through moments of doubt and fatigue. It offers a profound source of meaning, transcending the difficulties of the 
caregiving role[60]. 

Effective communication, both within the healthcare system and within the caregiver's personal network, is a 
contributing factor to resilience[61]. Resilient caregivers are adept communicators, expressing their needs, seeking 
assistance when required and maintaining open channels of communication with healthcare professionals, family 
members, and the care recipient[62]. 

Cognitive coping strategies, such as reframing negative thoughts and finding meaning in experiences, enhance 
emotional strength[63]. Resilient caregivers approach challenges with a mindset that allows them to find silver linings 
and derive meaning from even the most difficult situations. This cognitive flexibility contributes to their emotional 
adaptability and strength[64]. 

Additionally, self-efficacy, the belief in one's ability to navigate challenges, is a fundamental aspect of resilience. Resilient 
caregivers possess a strong sense of self-efficacy, recognizing their capabilities and feeling confident in their ability to 
provide effective care[65,66]. Building this belief involves acknowledging accomplishments, no matter how small, and 
recognizing personal strengths[67]. 

Access to resources that support well-being further fortifies caregiver resilience. Resilient caregivers have a safety net 
of informational materials, respite care services, and financial assistance[68]. These resources provide practical support 
during challenging times, offering a tangible support system that contributes to their overall resilience[69]. 

5. Support and Interventions 

Within the sphere of cancer caregiving, a diverse array of support programs has emerged to address the intricate needs 
of caregivers. Educational initiatives serve to empower caregivers with comprehensive insights into cancer, while 
emotional and psychological support programs provide a crucial platform for shared experiences and communal 
strength[70,71]. Respite care initiatives offer essential temporary relief, acknowledging the relentless nature of 
caregiving, and financial assistance programs work to alleviate the considerable financial strains associated with cancer 
care[72,73].  

Despite the rich landscape of support programs, caregivers often encounter impediments. Insufficient awareness, 
particularly in remote areas, geographical barriers, and the enduring stigma around seeking help pose significant 
challenges[74]. Financial constraints compound these difficulties, making it crucial to develop targeted awareness 
campaigns, innovative solutions for remote access and inclusive, cost-effective support options[75]. The overarching 
objective is to cultivate an accessible and supportive environment for every caregiver, ensuring they can navigate the 
intricacies of cancer caregiving with resilience and strength[76,77]. 
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6. Future direction and implications  

Embarking on the exploration of the uncharted landscape of caregiver mental health within the context of the cancer 
journey, this research lays the groundwork for future investigations and meaningful applications. Delving into the 
nuanced experiences of caregivers, forthcoming studies may delve into cultural and socioeconomic influences, as well 
as the unique challenges at different stages of the caregiving journey.  

Longitudinal studies offer the potential for a comprehensive understanding of the dynamic interplay between 
caregiving responsibilities and mental well-being over time. The findings accentuate the necessity for targeted 
interventions tailored to the diverse challenges faced by caregivers, prompting future research to concentrate on the 
development and testing of such interventions. Practical implications encompass the integration of technology, the 
inclusion of caregiver perspectives in healthcare policies, educational initiatives for healthcare professionals and the 
establishment of robust support networks.  

Beyond academia, this research advocates for advancing public awareness and destigmatization, fostering a culture of 
empathy and support. Ultimately, the implications resonate across healthcare practices, societal attitudes and the daily 
lives of caregivers, contributing to a more compassionate and supportive landscape for those navigating the intricate 
journey of cancer care. 

7. Conclusion 

In unravelling the intricate tapestry of caregiver mental health within the context of the cancer journey, this research 
has illuminated a crucial yet often overlooked facet of the caregiving experience. As we journeyed through the 
narratives, challenges and coping mechanisms of caregivers, a profound understanding emerged of the emotional toll 
borne by those who provide unwavering support. The emotional and psychological complexities entwined with 
caregiving underscore the urgency of recognizing and addressing caregiver mental health as an integral component of 
comprehensive cancer care. 

This exploration not only sheds light on the struggles faced by caregivers but also emphasizes the reciprocal relationship 
between caregiver well-being and the quality of care provided to individuals facing cancer. The emotional burdens, from 
anxiety to a profound sense of helplessness, are not merely personal challenges but ripple through the fabric of the 
entire caregiving dynamic. 

The implications of this research extend beyond academic discourse into tangible strategies and interventions. Targeted 
support programs, technological innovations and a cultural shift towards destigmatization are pivotal in shaping a 
landscape where caregivers receive the recognition, assistance and empathy they rightfully deserve. This research 
sparks a broader conversation, fostering a more compassionate and inclusive approach to the complexities of the cancer 
journey. 

In conclusion, understanding and addressing caregiver mental health is not just an academic pursuit; it's a call to action 
for healthcare professionals, support organizations, policymakers and society at large. By recognizing the unique 
challenges faced by caregivers and implementing comprehensive strategies for support, we aim to enrich the lives of 
those navigating the intricate path of cancer care. As we advocate for a holistic approach that encompasses both patients 
and caregivers, we move towards a future where the caregiving experience is not only acknowledged but prioritized, 
ensuring that no caregiver faces the journey alone. 
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