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The NCI Cancer Bulletin is produced by the National Cancer Institute (NCI). NCI, 
which was established in 1937, leads the national effort to eliminate the suffering 
and death due to cancer. Through basic, clinical, and population-based biomedical 
research and training, NCI conducts and supports research that will lead to a future in 
which we can identify the environmental and genetic causes of cancer, prevent cancer 
before it starts, identify cancers that do develop at the earliest stage, eliminate cancers 
through innovative treatment interventions, and biologically control those cancers 
that we cannot eliminate so they become manageable, chronic diseases.
For more information on cancer, call 1-800-4-CANCER or visit 
http://www.cancer.gov.
NCI Cancer Bulletin staff can be reached at ncicancerbulletin@mail.nih.gov. 

Featured Meetings 
and Events
A comprehensive calendar  
of cancer-related scientific  
meetings and events sponsored 
by NCI and other scientific  
organizations is available at:  
http://calendar.cancer.gov/ d

Community Update

Cancer patients usually experience 
varying levels of distress about their 
disease, treatment, and prognosis. 
These negative but understandable 
feelings of anxiety and depression can 
frequently be severe enough to impair 
patients’ daily lives and abilities to com-
ply with treatment regimens. However, 
only about 5 percent of cancer patients 
receive any psychological help for these 
very real problems related to their 
primary disease condition.

To address this void in cancer care, 
the National Comprehensive Cancer 
Network (NCCN) and the American 
Cancer Society (ACS) announced 
the release of Distress Treatment 
Guidelines for Patients. The 32-page 
booklet—which is available free in 
English and Spanish at NCCN’s Web 
site (http://www.nccn.org/patients/
patient_gls/_english/_distress/con-
tents.asp)—was developed by an 
NCCN panel of 23 cancer experts 
to enhance patients’ lives, support 
patient-doctor communications, and 
increase the success of cancer thera-
pies by increasing patient compliance 
with treatment plans.

The NCCN guidelines were initially 
developed to help clinicians respond 
to their patients’ distress symptoms. 
However, “given the busy oncology 
offices today, there is often not enough 
time for doctors to ask about distress,” 
noted Dr. Jimmie Holland, a psychiatrist 
at Memorial Sloan-Kettering Cancer 
Center, who chaired the NCCN 
panel. She has found that “most cancer 
patients are reluctant to bother the 
doctor and feel it would be a sign of 
weakness to mention their distress. 
These guidelines make it easy for pa-
tients to assess their level of distress and 
take positive steps to reduce it.”

At the heart of the guidelines is a 
“Distress Thermometer,” an easy-to-
use screening tool to assess the level 
of patient distress (on a 0–10 scale). 
Patients are provided with a problem 
list to help pinpoint their reason(s) for 
distress. The list covers common prob-
lem areas such as: practical (housing 
or child care), family (dealing with 
children or partner), emotional (worry 
and sadness), spiritual or religious 
concerns (loss of faith), and physical 
(pain, diarrhea, or appetite).

The guidelines recommend that 
patients who score 5 or higher on the 
Distress Thermometer ask for refer-
rals to mental health, social work, or 
pastoral services. The NCCN booklet 
also provides in-depth descriptions of 
psychosocial and practical problems 
that can occur during cancer treat-
ment and resources that are available 
to help patients cope.

“We are very pleased to once again be 
collaborating with NCCN, this time 
on the Distress Treatment Guidelines 
for Patients,” said Dr. Stephen Sener, 
president of ACS and vice chairman of 
the Department of Surgery at Evanston 
Northwestern Healthcare in Chicago. 
“By making these NCCN guidelines 
accessible, we are ensuring that patients 
and their caregivers will be on the same 
page when it comes to discussing the 
level of distress associated with can-
cer diagnosis and treatment.”

These guidelines were developed in 
response to, and to attempt to help 
NCI meet, the recommendations in 
the Institute of Medicine’s report on 
improving quality care in cancer and 
in the President’s Cancer Panel report 
on cancer survivorship for improved 
access to psychological support for can-
cer patients/survivors and their families 
across the course of care. NCI contin-
ues to play a key role in the direction 
and support of research to establish the 
evidence base for interventions with 
potential to improve the emotional and 
social well-being of those diagnosed 
with and treated for cancer. d
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