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Focused on what truly matters.

Psychosocial Distress in Oncology
• Distress in oncology can be defined as unpleasant feelings that can interfere with a patient’s ability to cope with or 

effectively manage cancer and its treatment, making it difficult to deal with changes that come with a cancer diagnosis, 
such as anxiety, depression, discouragement, guilt, hopelessness, sadness, or uncertainty.1

• In a 2001 study of 4496 patients with cancer, the overall prevalence of distress was reported to be 35.1%, which varied 
from 29.6% for patients with gynecological cancers to 43.4% for patients with lung cancer.2

• To improve the quality of cancer care, psychosocial distress management should be integrated as an essential component 
in cancer care. In 2009, the International Psycho-Oncology Society (IPOS) endorsed distress as the sixth vital sign 
in oncology to help ensure that distress is routinely monitored, after a patient’s pulse, respiration, blood pressure, 
temperature, and pain.3

• As such, the National Comprehensive Cancer Network (NCCN), Institute of Medicine (IOM), IPOS, and the Commission on 
Cancer (CoC) have developed continuous quality improvement statements and/or guidelines to support distress screening 
and management.4-6

• Healthcare providers (HCPs) should be familiar with factors that contribute to cancer-associated distress and symptoms of 
cancer-associated distress in order to develop and implement a successful patient triaging strategy.6 

• Distress management plans that include screening linked to a referral or intervention have been shown to improve patient 
outcomes.6
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Focused on what truly matters.

Psychosocial Distress in Oncology is a program for HCPs that focuses on the importance of identifying and managing 
patients with distress in order to improve patient outcomes. The program defines psychosocial distress, reviews how to 
identify psychosocial distress, discusses quality improvement initiatives that aim to improve standards in cancer-related 
distress, and provides an overview of interventions to manage distress. The program highlights distress screening tools 
and the fundamental pieces and steps to developing a comprehensive psychosocial distress screening program to meet 
the CoC mandate for implementation of psychosocial distress screening for accreditation.

KEY PROGRAM TOPICS

• Defining psychosocial distress

• Identifying psychosocial distress

• Improving standards in cancer-related distress

• Distress interventions 
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