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ABSTRACT
Objective: The cancer is one of the deadliest illnesses in the world which may last for a long period of time and require special 

medical attentions. The family of cancer patients as primary caregivers play a key role in taking care of the patient by spending long 
hours at home or hospital. They may suffer various challenges during their role as a caregiver which includes various challenges. 

Methodology: A systematic review conducted on databases encompasses PubMed, Science Direct, Cochrane Library, Google 
Scholar from establish of database to by following the collective strategy of Cochrane Collaborative Group. 

Results: A review on different challenges that are faced by family caregivers of cancer patients it was revealed that financial 
hardship, depression, isolation, emotional and physical burdens, time management, privacy insufficiency, and sleep deprivation. 
Whilst all challenges and associated difficulties have been reviewed and acknowledged in the literature, it has been revealed that 
less consideration has been paid on emotional burden as one of the key challenges for family caregivers.  

Conclusion: The literature review revealed that there are no sufficient interventions conducted to ease difficulties occurred for 
the family caregivers during various cancer stages and/or after the patient death. Furthermore, it was also revealed that there is 
almost no support for caregivers to recover and adapt to the current condition. They may suffer from major depression many years 
and affect other member of family. Also, official supports from relevant authorities are recommended to form groups to follow up 
with families and to ease some of those challenges.
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INTRODUCTION
Cancer has been recognized as one of the most fatal diseases in 

the world which many people get involved each year [1]. Patients 
who are newly diagnosed with cancer, may face many unknown 
challenges such as physical and emotional problems that can impact 
on their quality of life and develop anxiety, depression and many 
more challenges [2-3]. Not only patients are dealing with health-
related issues but also families play a key role in managing the 
illness as they spend most of the time and support clients at home 
[4]. The family caregiver is supposed to be an unpaid supportive  

 
individual who is providing medical and emotional help along with  
the diseases. They cope with the disease in every stage of cancer 
including diagnosing, treatment, monitoring, and patient follow-
up [5]. One study has shown that one-fourth family caregivers of 
colorectal cancer patients face a variable range of stress during the 
diagnostic procedures [6]. The stress might be from unmet needs 
like expenses, emotional burden, side effects of chemotherapy and 
treatment process [7]. Probably the most family caregiver who is 
significantly affected by cancer is patient’s spouses and experience 
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depression about 38.9% during caring their loved ones [8]. Another 
study has shown that spending too much time on caregiving 
patients with cancer has a great impact on female spouses rather 
than male spouses as they hold more responsibilities at home 
beside the illness [9]. Family caregivers also have a fear of the 
cancer recurrence after survivorship and the level of strain distress 
is even higher than the patients and they are likely experience 
cardiovascular and infections effects from stress and poor immune 
system [10].

Systematic Review Steps in Reviewing Literatures

To understand the challenges faced by family caregivers of 
cancer patients, a systematic review was conducted as presented 
in a flow chart in Figure 1. As shown, all articles were identified 
through different databases and were screened two times due to 
duplications and being quite old and outdated. A full systematic 
review has been conducted on the remaining articles as can be seen 
in the flow chart.

Figure 1: Flow chart followed to perform the systematic review in this study following the collective strategy of 
cochrane collaborative group.

On the other hand, healthcare professionals also overwhelmed 
with the patients as they are hospitalized for a long period of time 
for variety of reasons. Nurses are second caregivers who contact 
with cancer patients in hospital. They suffer from a diverse range 
of emotional problems such as drained of energy, losing mental 
balance after a death client or working in oncology ward for years 
[11].

A literature review conducted through different databases such 
as PubMed, Science Direct, Cochrane Library, and Google Scholar 
by following the collective strategy of Cochrane Collaborative 
Group showed that the main challenges that the family caregivers 
are financial hardship, depression, isolation, emotional burden, 
physical burden, time management, privacy insufficiency, and sleep 
deprivation. Figure 2 shows the diagram for the family caregiver 
challenges.

Figure 2: Diagram for main challenges for family caregivers of cancer patients.
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In the following sections some of the most challenges that are 
faced by the family caregivers have been discussed. 

Financial Hardship

The financial strains or hardship has been indicated as one 
of the main challenges for the family caregiver challenges in the 
following studies [12-15]. It has been indicated that unpaid family 
caregiver often with a limited resource facing hourly basis costs as 
well as out of pocket expenditures have contribution to the health 
care system [13]. Another study conducted on challenges amongst 
family caregiver indicated that most of families of the patients 
are facing with severe financial constraints [14]. A review on the 
literature showed that families are facing with the cost of looking 
after their patient as well as their day to day financial requirements 
that impacts their quality of life and provides more concerns during 
the course of their role as a caregiver.

Depression

The depression is one of the key challenges that is faced by the 
family caregivers of cancer patients as indicated by many previous 
articles [16-19]. For instance, it has been indicated that the 
caregivers in the age range between 45 to 54 had the highest level 
of depression as they had an abandonment feeling [18]. As another 
example, the level of depression amongst family caregivers of 
cancer patient in Korea was in high level. The demographic studies 
shown that the spread of depression is more than 80% amongst 
family caregivers of the cancer patients in the Korea [20].

Isolation

Isolation is a common feeling amongst family caregiver of 
cancer patients that is occurred due to be far from family members 
and friends. The isolation sense and impact on the caregivers has 
been investigated in previous studies in a comprehensive [21-
24]. This feeling is happened when a family members, friends or 
acquaintances do not show any understanding or sympathy toward 
the process of the caring for a patient [22].

Sleep Deprivation 

Family caregivers of cancer patients usually facing sleep 
disturbance due to their caring responsibilities. They sometimes 
required to be awake through night and address the requirements 
of their patients. Sleep disturbance or deprivation also has been 
one of the key areas of the studies in family caregiver of the cancer 
patients [25-30]. It has been indicated that the caregivers facing 
sleep impairments may be at the risk of physical and mental 
issues and may not be able to continue with their responsibilities 
if the sleep derivation in a short amount of time [31]. Other study 
indicated that the cancer patients and their family caregivers 
experiencing a same level of sleep interventions [32].   

Emotional Burden

A review of the literature showed that most of previous studies 
investigated the impact of emotional burden in conjunction and 
in relation with the other challenges and not much standalone 
investigation conducted to investigate impact of emotional burden 
on family caregivers of cancel patients. For instance, it has been 
indicated that provision of the emotional support was amongst 
the most time taking and difficult tasks from family caregivers of 
the patients that receiving chemotherapy treatments [33]. Another 
study also indicated that there is mutual emotional relationship 
amongst the cancer patients and their family caregivers, however, 
does not indicated about the emotional burden on the family 
caregivers [34]. Other study also indicates that the presence of 

pain in a patient impact the family caregivers and put them in an 
anxiety and depression [35]. As seen, the reviewed literature for 
the emotional burden does not directly investigate the impact of 
emotional burden and this characteristic has been investigated 
amongst with other challenges. 

RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 
Family members are susceptible to various physical and 

emotional problems from initial to advance stage of cancer. They 
receive support from health care professions to alleviate the deep 
hardships during the hospitalization for diagnose, chemotherapy 
and palliative care. Nurses lead and support the informal caregivers 
in each condition. Few researches have been conducted to reduce 
the level of concerns in informal caregivers who constantly are in 
contact with patients. They well-being is precisely related to caring 
effectiveness and mental health as well. However, the importance of 
emotional burdens indirectly in some studies has been mentioned 
but rarely impact of the emotional burden as one of the key 
challenges is faced by the family caregivers of the cancer patients 
has been investigated.

CONCLUSION
A systematic review conducted on many articles amongst 

different databases such as PubMed, Science Direct, Cochrane 
Library and Google Scholar to investigate the challenges that 
are faced by family of the caregivers of the cancer patients. The 
results showed that the main challenges include but not limited to 
financial hardship, depression, anxiety, emotional burden, physical 
burden, isolation, time management, sleep deprivation, and privacy 
insufficiency. Whilst a review conducted on the main articles on 
some the main important challenges, it was revealed that emotional 
burden has been considered as a standalone challenge to the 
less extent in previous studies. It usually has been considered in 
conjunction with other challenges such as depression and anxiety.  
 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE STUDIES

From the outcome of this study, it is recommended that the 
emotional burden as one of key challenges amongst the family 
caregivers of the cancer patients should be considered in the future 
studies.
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