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Many of the cancer patients 
I treat talk to me about 
symptoms of depression.  
They are experiencing 
lack of interest in their 
usual activities, sleep 
disturbances, appetite 
changes, negative 
thoughts, wanting to isolate 
themselves, sadness, 
tearfulness, and 
sometimes even suicidal 
thoughts.  Though a cancer 

diagnosis can cause a 
wide array of emotional 
reactions, a diagnosis of 
clinical depression is not 
always made.

Clinical depression occurs 
in about 20 to 25% of 
patients with cancer.  That 
is significantly higher than 
in the general population, 
where depression rates 
usually run around 7 to 
10%.  So, yes, depression 
is a real risk.  Most cancer 
patients have some 
symptoms of depression 
and/or anxiety at some 
point along the treatment 
trajectory, but many find 
that the symptoms resolve 
themselves as they adjust 
to treatment and, then, to 
survivorship.  

Those who are at higher 
risk for clinical depression 
are people who have a 
history of depression, those 
with later-stage cancer 
or poor prognoses, and 
those who have a great 

deal of physical pain or 
other major disruptions in 
their lives due to cancer.  
For those who have 
clinical depression, it is 
very important to treat it.  
Depression is a treatable 
illness and should be seen 
as critically important since 
it has such a great impact 
of quality of life.  

The standard of care 
for treating depression 
is a combination of 
psychotherapy and 
medication.  The medication 
will be chosen based on 
the targeted symptoms 
and also on what the 
patient will tolerate 
with the least amount 
of side effects.  It is also 
important that your medical 
oncologist is included 
in treatment decisions 
regarding medication, 
as some antidepressant 
medications can interfere 
with some cancer 
treatment medications.  
Psychotherapy should be 

done by a licensed mental 
health professional who is 
familiar with treating cancer 
patients and who can also 
communicate with the rest 
of your medical team.  

If you or someone you 
know is experiencing 
depression after a cancer 
diagnosis, seek treatment.  
Talk to your oncology team 
about your symptoms.  
Though depressive 
symptoms are common, 
they are treatable, and 
the treatment can greatly 

improve the quality of life of 
the patient and family.
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