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STUDENTS’ CORNER
LETTER TO THE EDITOR
Psychosocial implications in breast cancer
Daniyal Aamir,1 Yamna Waseem,2 Mustafa Saleem Patel3
Madam, breast cancer is the most prevalent type of
cancer amongst females, with an estimated 1 in 9 women
in Pakistan falling prey to this disease at some point in
their lives.1 Several women attribute the incidence to
adverse life events and the rising levels of stress, which
has been linked to a deterioration in neuroendocrine and
immune systems.2 Recently, several researches have been
undertaken to elucidate the correlation between stress
and cancer.
The proposed mechanism of action behind the role of
stress in the implication of cancer includes alterations in
the hypothalamus-pituitary-adrenal axis regulating
glucocorticoid and catecholamine levels, which has been
linked with a compromise in DNA repair and an
upregulation of tumour cell growth and angiogenesis.3
Moreover, norepinephrine, part of the body's fight-orflight response system, has been implicated in
angiogenesis and metastasis.2 Several experiments have
proved an association between breast cancer and chronic
stress. In one experiment, tumours transplanted into the
mammary fat pads of mice had a much higher rate of
metastasis to the lungs in mice which were exposed to
stressful conditions, as compared to mice which were not
stressed.3
Psychosocial oncology is an upcoming area of interest,
which deals with numerous psychiatric, psychological,
and social aspects of malignancies. The prevalence of
psychological disorders in patients with cancer range
from 29% to 47%,4 which can further hasten the
development of breast cancer. Given that the prevalence
of depression in Pakistan is 6%,5 and is continuing to rise,
oncologists must maximize psychological care as an
adjunct to oncological treatment in order to provide a
cost-effective method for reducing prevalence.

Caregivers should be made aware of alleviating stressful
situations and promoting an amiable standard of living
for the patient, whilst promoting regular visits with
trained professionals to ensure minimal stress to patients.
Interventions should be tackled at improving, not only
the physical well- being of the patient, but also their
psycho-social state.6 It has been shown that women who
are provided with counselling tend to develop fewer sideeffects and generally have a superior quality of life, as
compared to those who are not offered counselling
services.6 These should be delivered in a way which is
both accessible and viable. A few methods that have been
employed by previous studies include, but are not limited
to, telephone conversations, emails, support groups,
exercise therapy and cognitive behavioural therapy. Such
methods should be employed on a larger level to improve
healthcare provision to breast- cancer patients.
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