Cancer Health

Beyond Age: Treatment and Support
for Older Patients with Cancer

It’s crucial to get the entire picture of the potential benefits and risks of treatment.

Regardless of age, a cancer diagnosis can be stressful, and everyone will process it differently. An
older patient will have particular needs, and you and your support system have a unique blend of
factors to consider.

“As the population becomes healthier, we're living longer, fuller lives,” says Rachel Freedman, MD,
MPH, a medical oncologist at Dana-Farber who specializes in breast cancer and the care of older
patients. “When treating older patients, it's important to assess the whole person and not just
focus on their age.”

Here are some considerations relating to treatment for older patients, including how one can look
at their functionality, how to cope with side effects, and how to manage the emotional impact of
cancer.

Determining functional status

One way to get a better understanding of a patient’s functionality is by performing a set of surveys
called the “Geriatric Assessment,” which is being used more and more in practice with older
patients. These surveys ask patients about their overall health, physical limitations, social support,
mental health, and other factors using a series of simple questions such as: “Have you fallen
recently?” “Who lives with you?” “Who prepares your meals?” The results of this assessment may
help understand how likely you are to have side effects with chemotherapy and may help your
team develop treatment plans and evaluate short and long-term care needs.

As a caregiver, make sure to speak up if you feel the patient you are caring for could benefit from
one of these surveys.

There are additional tools and resources patients and caregivers can explore on their own, which
are related to considerations in the care of adults:

e The Cancer and Aging Research Group (CARG) offers a geriatric assessment tool, as well as a

litany of resources for older adults on topics including emotional support, nutrition, memory,
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and living and care options.
e Cancer.net is a patient information website developed by the American Society of Clinical
Oncology (ASCO) to provide timely, oncologist-approved information for patients and their

families. Cancer.net has a special section dedicated to issues important for older patients.

Risk versus benefit
As a patient, it's important to get the complete picture of the potential benefits and risks of a
treatment program before a decision is made about how to proceed.

Your oncology team should also be able to explain any anticipated side effects and how they may
affect your quality of life. You need to understand how the treatments are expected to benefit you
SO you can measure the risks of treatment against what might happen if the cancer goes
untreated.

If you are collecting this information on behalf of a patient, be sure to factor in their overall
thoughts, preferences, and priorities. Only then can you collectively decide on a plan that is best
for them.

Barriers to treatment

Patients sometimes face challenges in completing treatment because of cost, a side effect, or
perhaps because of things like transportation. Sticking with long term pill-taking can also be
difficult but is often important in some types of breast cancer.

You should feel comfortable telling your oncology team about any struggles you are having with
your treatment, so that they can help sort out what you might need to make your situation better.
For example, there are financial assistance resources for those who don’t have the ability to pay
for their medications. If you are experiencing side effects, it is also important to tell your providers
because there may be ways to modify treatments to make them more manageable.

If remembering to take your medication is a problem, pill boxes, phone reminders, or taking
medication at the same time every day can all help you remember to take your medications. If the
problem persists, there are also services, such as visiting nurses, who can offer additional support
for you in your home.

Treating the whole patient

Older patients may feel isolated, be less active both physically and socially, or even minimize their
cancer internally or when speaking with others. Treating the whole patient involves addressing
these concerns, and if you're a caregiver, it's important to speak up if you're worried. Oftentimes
there are resources available such as workshops, support groups, or even exercise classes.

For patients, it's important to address any other medical challenges you may be experiencing. It is
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very common for older patients with cancer to have other medical conditions requiring
medications and special considerations. Your oncology team should help guide whether additional
specialists are needed, while also keeping in close contact with your primary care team.

Communication is key

In general, letting your providers know about your worries and challenges is key, both at the start
of treatment and in the long term. If possible, try to have someone accompany you to your
appointments, especially at the beginning. This is when the oncologist will go over a lot of
information, both about your cancer as well as a potential treatment plan.

There are many ways to get the additional support you need, to do as well as possible once a
cancer is diagnosed. The best thing you can do to take advantage of these resources is to simply
ask about them.

This article was originally published on June 5, 2019, by Dana-Farber Cancer Institute. It is
republished with permission.

© 2026 Smart + Strong All Rights Reserved.

http://beta.docker.cancerhealth.com/article/beyond-age-treatment-support-older-patients-cancer


https://blog.dana-farber.org/insight/2019/06/beyond-age-treatment-and-support-for-older-patients-with-cancer/

