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The difficulties of outpatients with cancer
that undergo palliative radiotherapy
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Abstract

More and more patients who have cancer with a poor prognosis are receiving outpatient palliative
radiotherapy to alleviate symptoms. The purpose of this study was to explore the physical and psychological
experience of Japanese outpatients with cancer undergoing palliative radiotherapy. An inductive, qualitative
research design was utilized, involving participant observation and interviews with 19 patients who had
cancer with a poor prognosis and were receiving radiotherapy for palliation (mean age, 60.9 years). Data were
gathered from the beginning of radiotherapy to the completion of the treatment. Participants identified eight
difficulties : 1) difficulty accepting the fact that the cancer had metastasized or recurred, 2) lack of
knowledge and understanding about radiotherapy, 3 ) anxiety due to uncertainty about prognosis and the
future, 4) symptoms caused by cancer, 5) side effects of radiotherapy, 6) regret about the family members, 7)
uncertainty of the prospect of social activities, and 8) developing other diseases. Patient difficulties
seemed to vary with the stage of treatment. For example, at the beginning of treatment, patients were most
concerned with the symptoms caused by cancer, and by the end of treatment they were more concerned about their
prognosis. The research findings suggest that nurses need to consider the stage of treatment in order to
fully understand the patient’s experience and be able to offer compassionate care.
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