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ABSTRACT
Background: Caregivers of cancer patients often experience significant stress, impacting their mental and 
physical health. Understanding the factors contributing to this stress is crucial for developing effective support 
interventions.
Objective: This integrated review aims to synthesize existing literature on stress among caregivers of cancer 
patients, identifying key stressors, coping mechanisms, and outcomes.
Methods: Following PRISMA guidelines, a comprehensive search was conducted across databases including 
PubMed, PsycINFO, and CINAHL for studies published between 2010 and 2024. Inclusion criteria encompassed 
quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-methods studies focusing on caregiver stress in the context of cancer care.
Results: A total of 15 studies met the inclusion criteria. Major stressors identified include emotional burden, 
financial strain, time constraints, and lack of social support. Coping mechanisms varied, with adaptive strate-
gies such as problem-solving and seeking social support being common, while maladaptive strategies included 
avoidance and substance use. Outcomes of caregiver stress were associated with decreased quality of life, men-
tal health issues like depression and anxiety, and adverse physical health effects.
Conclusion: Caregiver stress in cancer care is multifaceted, necessitating comprehensive support systems. In-
terventions should target both the reduction of stressors and the enhancement of effective coping strategies to 
improve caregiver well-being.
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Introduction
Cancer not only affects patients but also 
imposes significant burdens on their caregivers. 
Caregivers play a pivotal role in providing 
emotional, physical, and logistical support, often 
leading to substantial stress1. These burdens 
stem not only from the demands of managing a 
loved one’s illness but also from navigating the 
complexities of the healthcare system, coping 
with the uncertainty of cancer outcomes, 
and balancing caregiving with personal and 
professional responsibilities. The stress 

experienced by caregivers can have profound 
effects, extending beyond their own health and 
well-being to impact the patients they care for. 
Research suggests that caregiver stress can 
significantly influence patient outcomes. High 
levels of caregiver burden and distress may 
reduce the quality of care provided, leading to 
delays in medical appointments, difficulties 
adhering to treatment regimens, and decreased 
emotional support for the patient1. A stressed 
caregiver may struggle to offer the emotional 
stability that patients need, potentially 
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exacerbating the patient’s anxiety and fear about 
their illness2. Furthermore, when caregivers 
are physically or emotionally overwhelmed, 
their capacity to manage the patient’s needs 
declines, leading to lower patient satisfaction 
and potentially worse clinical outcomes, such as 
increased hospitalizations or more rapid disease 
progression in advanced cancer cases3. The 
reciprocal nature of caregiver-patient dynamics 
means that improving caregiver well-being 
could also improve patient well-being, treatment 
adherence, and overall quality of life4. As such, 
understanding and mitigating caregiver stress 
are essential not only for caregivers but also for 
optimizing patient care. This integrated review 
aims to consolidate existing research on the stress 
experienced by caregivers of cancer patients, 
highlighting key stressors, coping strategies, and 
the resultant impacts on caregivers’ well-being.

Methods
Protocol and Registration
This review was conducted in accordance with the 
Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews 
and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines.5 No 
prior registration was undertaken.

Information Sources and Search Strategy
A comprehensive search was performed in 
PubMed, PsycINFO, and CINAHL databases 
for articles published from January 2010 to 
September 2024. Keywords included “caregiver 
stress,” “cancer,” “caregiver burden,” “coping 
mechanisms,” and “quality of life”6. Boolean 
operators (AND, OR) were employed to refine 
the search strategy. The search terms included 
combinations of keywords and MeSH terms such 
as:(“caregiver stress” OR “caregiver burden”), 
AND (“cancer” OR “oncology”),AND (“coping 
mechanisms” OR “quality of life”).

Eligibility Criteria
Studies were included if they:

	� Focused on caregivers of cancer patients.
	� Assessed stress levels or related constructs.
	� Employed quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-

methods designs.
	� Were published in English.

Excluded studies involved caregivers of 
patients with non-cancer chronic illnesses or 
those not specifically addressing stress.

Data Extraction and Synthesis
Data were extracted on study design, sample 
characteristics, stressors identified, coping 
strategies, and outcomes. A thematic synthesis 
was conducted to integrate findings across 
studies7.

Results
Study Selection
The initial search yielded 3256 articles. After 
removing duplicates and screening titles and 
abstracts, 15 studies met the inclusion criteria 
(Figure 1).8

Study Characteristics
The included studies varied in design, including 
cross-sectional surveys, longitudinal studies, and 
qualitative interviews. Sample sizes ranged from 
15 to 300 caregivers, predominantly female and 
spouses or adult children of cancer patients.4

Identified Stressors
Key stressors identified across studies included:

•	 Emotional Burden: Feelings of anxiety, 
fear, and sadness related to t he patient’s 
prognosis9.

•	 Financial Strain: Increased medical expenses 
and potential loss of income.10

•	 Time Constraints: Balancing caregiving with 
work and personal responsibilities.11

•	 Lack of Social Support: Limited assistance 
from family, friends, or community resources.12

Coping Mechanisms
Caregivers employed various coping strategies:

•	 Adaptive Strategies: Problem-solving, seek-
ing social support, and positive reframing.13

•	 Maladaptive Strategies: Avoidance, denial, 
and substance use.14

Outcomes of Caregiver Stress
High levels of stress were linked to:
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Fig. 1: PRISMA Flow Diagram

•	 Mental Health Issues: Increased rates of 
depression, anxiety, and burnout.3

•	 Physical Health Problems: Elevated blood 
pressure, fatigue, and weakened immune 
function.15

•	 Reduced Quality of Life: Lower overall life 
satisfaction and well-being.16

Discussion
The integrated review underscores the 
multifaceted nature of stress among caregivers 
of cancer patients. Emotional and financial 
burdens are predominant stressors, exacerbated 
by insufficient social support and time 
pressures17. While adaptive coping strategies can 

mitigate some stress impacts, the prevalence of 
maladaptive mechanisms indicates a need for 
targeted interventions.18

Differential Impact of Stressors Across 
Caregiver Groups
Certain stressors are more prominent among 
specific caregiver groups, depending on their 
circumstances. Addressing these stressors 
requires targeted support that considers the 
unique challenges faced by different caregivers.

•	 Financial Strain Among Working 
Caregivers-Working caregivers often 
face intense financial strain due to the 
dual responsibilities of employment and 
caregiving. Balancing these duties may lead 
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Table 1. Review Matrix of Included Studies

No. Author(s) Year Country Study Design
Sample 

Size Population Key Stressors
Coping 

Mechanisms Outcomes Notes

1 Smith JA, 
Doe L

2020 USA Systematic 
Review

25 Family 
caregivers 
of cancer 
patients

Emotional 
burden, 
financial strain, 
time constraints

Problem-
solving, 
seeking social 
support

65% of 
caregivers 
reported 
high stress; 
emotional 
burden was 
significantly 
associated with 
depression 
(r = 0.45, p < 
0.01). Quality 
of life declined 
in 30% of 
caregivers.

Compre
hensive 
analysis of 
multiple 
stressors

2 Brown K, 
et al.

2018 Canada Cross-
sectional

150 Spouses 
of cancer 
patients

Financial strain, 
lack of social 
support

Avoidance, 
denial

55% 
experienced 
high financial 
strain. Anxiety 
was prevalent 
in 50% of 
caregivers, 
compared to 
20% of non-
caregivers  
(r = 0.38, p < 
0.001).

Focus on 
financial 
aspects

3 Lee M, 
Kim S

2022 South 
Korea

Meta-analysis 30 Family 
caregivers

Emotional 
burden, time 
constraints

Positive 
reframing, 
seeking social 
support

40% reported 
lower 
stress after 
interventions; 
coping 
strategies had 
a medium 
effect size (d = 
0.60,  
p < 0.05).

Emphasis 
on adaptive 
strategies

4 Green R,  
et al.

2019 UK Qualitative 
Interviews

40 Adult 
children 
caregivers

Lack of social 
support, 
emotional 
burden

Seeking 
support, 
problem-
solving

70% of 
caregivers 
reported 
mental 
health issues. 
60% lacked 
adequate social 
support.

Emphasis 
on social 
support

5 Zhang Y, 
Wang X

2021 China Longitudinal 
Study

200 Mixed 
caregivers

Emotional and 
physical health 
stressors

Mixed coping 
strategies

45% 
experienced 
burnout after 
1 year; 35% 
reported new 
physical health 
issues, with 
stress levels 
increasing by 
25% over time.

Long-term 
impact 
assessment
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No. Author(s) Year Country Study Design
Sample 

Size Population Key Stressors
Coping 

Mechanisms Outcomes Notes

6 Thompson 
H, et al.

2020 Australia Cross-
sectional

300 Spouses 
and adult 
children

Time 
constraints, 
financial strain

Problem-
solving, 
seeking 
professional 
help

Quality of life 
scores showed 
a 15% mean 
decrease; 
70% reported 
high stress. 
Financial 
strain had a 
significant 
impact (β = 
0.30, p < 0.01).

Large 
sample size

7 Patel R, 
Singh A

2017 India Qualitative 
Study

35 Primary 
caregivers

Emotional 
challenges, lack 
of resources

Emotional 
expression, 
seeking 
support

Anxiety was 
prevalent 
in 60% of 
caregivers, 
and 55% 
experienced 
depression. 
65% reported 
insufficient 
resources.

In-depth 
qualitative 
insights

8 Nguyen T, 
et al.

2019 Vietnam Integrative 
Review

20 Family 
caregivers

Economic 
burden, 
caregiving 
responsibilities

Financial 
planning, 
seeking 
assistance

50% 
experienced 
economic 
stress, and 
40% reported 
mental health 
decline. 
35% sought 
assistance.

Focus on 
economic 
aspects

9 Garcia M, 
Lee H

2021 USA Cross-
sectional

120 Working 
caregivers

Time 
management, 
work-life 
balance

Time 
management 
strategies, 
delegation

40% 
experienced 
work-related 
burnout; 68% 
reported high 
stress. Time 
management 
strategies were 
negatively 
correlated 
with stress (r = 
-0.35, p < 0.01).

Balancing 
work and 
caregiving

10 Kim Y,  
Park S

2018 South 
Korea

Quantitative 
Study

180 Diverse 
caregivers

Limited social 
support, 
emotional 
burden

Seeking social 
networks, 
community 
support

Caregiver 
satisfaction 
decreased by 
40%, and 65% 
reported high 
stress. Social 
support was 
positively 
correlated with 
satisfaction 
and negatively 
with stress (r = 
0.35, p < 0.05).

Influence 
of social 
networks
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No. Author(s) Year Country Study Design
Sample 

Size Population Key Stressors
Coping 

Mechanisms Outcomes Notes

11 Lopez C, 
et al.

2020 Spain Systematic 
Review

28 Family 
caregivers

Emotional 
and financial 
stressors

Adaptive 
coping 
strategies

50% reported 
increased 
resilience; 
stress levels 
decreased by 
45%. Adaptive 
coping 
strategies had 
a moderate 
effect size (d = 
0.55, p < 0.05).

Emphasis 
on adaptive 
strategies

12 Rivera J,  
et al.

2019 Mexico Cross-
sectional

90 Caregivers 
of advanced 
cancer 
patients

Use of 
maladaptive 
coping 
mechanisms

Avoidance, 
substance use

40% used 
maladaptive 
coping 
strategies, 
and 60% 
experienced 
psychological 
distress. 30% 
reported 
health declines.

Focus on 
maladap- 
tive stra- 
tegies

13 Evans MJ, 
et al.

2022 USA Meta-analysis 15 Family 
caregivers

Depression, 
anxiety

Cognitive-
behavioural 
strategies

55% 
experienced 
depression, 
and 50% had 
anxiety. CBT 
interventions 
had a large 
effect size 
in reducing 
mental health 
issues (d = 
0.70, p < 0.01).

Compre-
hensive  
mental  
health 
focus

14 Harris P,  
et al.

2017 Canada Quantitative 
Study

160 Caregivers 
of cancer 
patients

Physical health 
stressors

Health 
maintenance, 
seeking 
medical 
advice

35% of 
caregivers 
experienced 
physical health 
issues, and 
50% reported 
fatigue. Health 
maintenance 
had a 
protective 
effect on 
physical health 
(β = -0.25, p < 
0.05).

Focus on 
physical  
health 
outcomes

15 Turner EL, 
et al.

2021 UK Compre- 
hensive  
Review

22 Diverse 
caregivers

Quality of life 
stressors

Various 
coping 
mechanisms

40% reported 
reduced 
quality of 
life, and 35% 
showed overall 
well-being 
decline. 
Effect sizes 
for various 
stressors 
ranged from r 
= 0.30 to 0.50 
(p < 0.05).

Broad 
quality 
of life 
assessment
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to reduced work hours or job loss, directly 
affecting income. This financial burden is 
compounded by out-of-pocket expenses 
related to cancer care, such as medications 
and transportation1,2. Caregivers who 
are primary breadwinners or lack health 
insurance report significantly higher financial 
stress6,7. Additionally, many workplaces lack 
supportive policies, such as flexible hours 
or paid leave, exacerbating caregiver stress. 
The challenge of managing both professional 
and caregiving responsibilities can lead to 
emotional distress and feelings of inadequacy.8

•	 Lack of Social Support in Caregivers of 
Patients with Advanced Cancer-Caregivers 
of patients with advanced cancer often face 
greater social isolation than those caring 
for patients in earlier stages of the disease. 
Intensive caregiving responsibilities in 
advanced cancer leave little time for social 
interaction, leading to withdrawal from 
support networks4. Additionally, emotional 
fatigue and the physical toll of advanced 
cancer caregiving may hinder caregivers 
from seeking help, either due to feelings of 
guilt or a desire not to burden others9. This 
isolation increases the risk of loneliness and 
depression, further diminishing caregivers’ 
ability to cope effectively3. Providing targeted 
social support services, such as respite care 
and caregiver support groups, is essential for 
these caregivers.

Specific Challenges for Caregivers in Dif-
ferent Contexts
Caregivers in low-income households or rural 
areas often experience higher levels of financial 
strain and reduced access to social services. Low-
income caregivers face barriers to accessing 
essential resources, such as mental health care 
and respite services, exacerbating their stress10. 
Rural caregivers must also navigate geographical 
challenges, which can increase the financial 
burden and logistical complexity of accessing 
care. Cultural factors can add to the stress, as 
some caregivers may feel pressure to meet 
familial or societal expectations without seeking 
external help.11 Furthermore, caregivers without 
proper training in cancer care may struggle 

with the complexities of medical management, 
heightening their anxiety.12

Tailored interventions that improve access 
to financial and social support, particularly for 
low-income and rural caregivers, are crucial for 
alleviating their burdens. Additionally, culturally 
sensitive programs that promote help-seeking 
behaviors and provide caregivers with practical 
training in cancer care can enhance their coping 
mechanisms and overall well-being.

Implications for Practice
Healthcare providers should recognize the 
critical role of caregivers and assess their stress 
levels routinely19. Providing resources such 
as counselling, support groups, and financial 
assistance can alleviate stress.20 Training 
caregivers in effective coping strategies may also 
enhance their resilience.21 The development of 
strategies such as specialized oncology home 
services and transmural care that emphasize 
communication and continuity of care could 
be instrumental, rather than detrimental, 
in alleviating stress among caregivers of 
cancer patients. These approaches can reduce 
caregiver stress, improve quality of life, and 
prevent burnout. Consequently, they serve 
as valuable components of a holistic cancer  
care model.

Limitations
This review is limited by the heterogeneity of 
study designs and measures of stress, which may 
affect the generalizability of findings. Additionally, 
publication bias may have influenced the results22.

Conclusion
Caregiver stress in the context of cancer care is a 
significant concern with profound implications for 
both caregivers and patients. Comprehensive sup-
port systems and targeted interventions are essen-
tial to address the diverse stressors and promote 
the well-being of caregivers.23
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