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About us

Breast Cancer Network Australia 
(BCNA) is the peak organisation  
for people affected by breast cancer 
in Australia. BCNA works to make 
sure that people diagnosed with 
breast cancer and their families get 
the very best support, information, 
treatment and care possible. 

BCNA has a range of free 
information, including  
Hope & Hurdles, for people  
with metastatic breast cancer.  
Visit bcna.org.au or call  
1800 500 258 for more information.

BCNA would like to thank the 
Chinese Cancer Society of Victoria, 
CanRevive and the people affected 
by metastatic breast cancer who 
contributed to the development of 
this booklet. All of the quotes in this 
booklet come from women from 
Chinese backgrounds affected by 
metastatic breast cancer.

This project is a Cancer Australia 
Supporting people with cancer  
Grant initiative, funded by the 
Australian Government.
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Tips for things you might like to talk  
to your doctor about:

•	 how you are feeling

•	 if you have any side effects of 
treatment that may be worrying 
you

•	 if you have pain 

•	 if you have noticed any changes 
from your last visit.

Treatment for metastatic breast cancer
It is important to be strong and bold to go through the treatment 
process. I know it is not easy as I have also taken a long time to accept 
this reality and change my mindset.

Although metastatic breast cancer is not considered curable, there are many 
treatments available. These aim to:

•	 control the growth of cancer 

•	 help manage symptoms 

•	 improve your quality of life 

•	 allow you to live for as long as possible.

When you make your appointment to see your doctor, tell him/her if you need 
an interpreter. An interpreter can help you understand your breast cancer 
and its treatment. There will be many medical words your doctor may use. 
An interpreter can help you understand these too. It is not the role of the 
interpreter to directly provide information or advice about your illness.

It is a good idea to write down questions you want to ask your doctor and 
take these to your appointment. Don’t be afraid to ask questions. It is also a 
good idea to take a family member or friend with you to appointments. They 
can also ask questions or write notes about what the doctor says.
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What do breast cancer treatments do?

Treatment for metastatic breast cancer is given to:

•	 slow the growth and spread of the cancer, or even shrink it 

•	 control pain and other symptoms. 

Research has given us a better understanding of breast cancer and so there 
are many new treatments available. If one type of treatment does not work for 
you, there will usually be others to try.

There are treatments: 

•	 for your whole body; these find cancer cells wherever they may be 

•	 that treat a specific area where the breast cancer has spread. 

The type of treatment your doctor suggests for you may also depend on:

•	 your age 

•	 any breast cancer treatments you have had before

•	 your general health 

•	 your wishes. 

(i) Treatments for your whole body

Hormone therapy

Hormones are found naturally in your body. Some breast cancers rely  
on the hormones oestrogen and progesterone to grow. This is called  
‘hormone-receptor positive’ breast cancer. Hormone treatments are used to 
stop the cancer from growing. Hormone medicines are tablets taken every 
day. Sometimes hormone therapies can make your joints feel stiff or sore, or 
cause hot flushes.
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Chemotherapy

Chemotherapy uses medication to kill cancer cells that have spread through 
the body. It destroys fast growing cells such as cancer, as well as normal cells 
in places like the mouth, hair or stomach. Damage to the normal cells causes 
side effects. These may include:

•	 a sore mouth 

•	 feeling sick 

•	 poor appetite 

•	 hair loss.

These normal cells get better in time. 

There are different types of chemotherapy. Most chemotherapy is given using 
a small needle and tube in your arm or hand, to feed the medication through 
your veins. This is called an intravenous or IV drip. Chemotherapy is very 
strong medicine, so it is safer for people who do not have cancer to take care 
not to touch the medicines. That is why oncology nurses and doctors wear 
gloves, goggles, gowns and, sometimes, masks.

Some chemotherapy medicines are given in tablets. Each type of 
chemotherapy has different side effects. Your medical oncologist will be able 
to tell you what side effects you may get from the chemotherapy you have. 
Most side effects can be managed with help from your doctor or nurse.	

Targeted therapy 

Targeted therapies are medicines that 
stop the growth of particular types 
of breast cancer cells. This medicine 
does not affect other cells in the body 
as much. One of the most common 
targeted therapies is Herceptin. It is used 
to treat a type of breast cancer that is 
called HER2-positive. This means the 
cancer has too many proteins on the 
cells, which causes the cancer to grow 
and spread. These proteins are called 
HER2 receptors. Herceptin may be 
given using a needle and tube to feed 
the medication through your veins (IV 
drip). Sometimes it can be given as an 
injection under the skin.
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Supportive therapy

If you have metastatic breast cancer in your bones, you may be given 
medications to stop any problems. These might include bone pain or too much 
calcium in the blood that can make you feel unwell. Treatments can help stop 
this from happening. They may be given through an IV drip, taken as a tablet 
or given as an injection under the skin.

(ii) Local treatment

Radiotherapy

Radiotherapy uses beams of radiation directed at the cancer to kill cancer 
cells. It is usually given using a machine outside the body. Radiotherapy does 
not make you radioactive. This means it is safe for you to be in close contact 
with your family and children.

Radiotherapy can be used to ease the pain in the bones, skin or brain. It does 
this by shrinking the cancer. It may take a few weeks before the pain is gone. 
Treatment is given in hospital, and you may need to visit several times. The 
radiation oncologist will talk to you about when and how often you may need 
radiotherapy.

Radiotherapy can make:

•	 you feel tired

•	 your skin red

•	 you feel sick.

The side effects depend on which part of 
the body is being treated. Medication can 
help with side effects. They will improve 
when radiotherapy is finished.

Surgery

Surgery is an operation to take out the cancer. It is not often used for women 
with metastatic breast cancer. However, sometimes it can be used to:

•	 remove cancer from a part of the body like the brain or backbone that is 
causing symptoms such as headaches or difficulty walking 

•	 prevent or fix a break in the bone 

•	 remove fluid that has collected around the lungs, heart or the stomach to 
help you feel more comfortable.

For more information on treatment side effects and how to manage these,  
see page 24.
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Clinical trials

Whenever I have found any additional information in relation to new 
medicine available, I will ask my doctor if this medicine is on the market. I 
normally receive this information from various websites that have Chinese 
as their main language or from other patients who are experiencing the 
same situation as me.

Clinical trials are ways to find new and better treatments for breast cancer. 
Choosing to take part in a clinical trial could give you the chance to use a 
treatment for free that you may not otherwise be able to have. This may be 
important if a treatment is not working well or if a new treatment has been 
found to work better for your type of cancer. Your medical oncologist can give 
you more information and explain if a clinical trial is right for you. Clinical trials 
are not right for everyone.

You may also hear about other medicines that are available overseas but not 
in Australia. If you are concerned about whether a medicine might be right 
for you speak with your medical oncologist as it may not be safe or the right 
medicine for you. 

Cancer treatments in Australia are among the best in the world.  
Care in another country is not likely to be better.
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Making decisions about treatment

Making decisions about treatment can 
be very difficult and everyone does 
this a bit differently. Some women like 
to have a lot of information and some 
women prefer to be guided by their 
doctors who are looking after them. 
Some women also prefer their families 
to make the decisions for them.

It is up to you to decide how much 
information you would like and how 
involved you would like to be in 
decisions about your treatment.

Some people may choose to have 
treatment even if it only offers a small 
chance of having a longer life. Others 
want to make sure that the benefits of 
treatment outweigh the side effects of treatment. It is important you talk to 
your doctor about your treatment and what it means for you. 

How will I know my treatment is working?

Regular reviews and tests such as X-rays, scans or blood tests can be used to 
see if your treatment is working. If you are feeling better, this can also suggest 
that your treatment is working. It is important you speak to your doctor 
about tests you may be having. The results of tests may affect what ongoing 
treatments you have.

Managing symptoms and side effects from treatment
Metastatic breast cancer and its treatment can cause symptoms and side 
effects. These may depend on:

•	 the area in the body that your cancer has spread to 

•	 the type of treatment you are having 

•	 your general health and wellbeing. 

It is important you tell your doctor or nurse about side effects that are 
worrying you. They can help you manage them and make sure everything is 
right.

Before you read this section, it is important to understand everyone is 
different and will manage in different ways. You may not want to read all this 
section now. You can always come back to it if you have a side effect that is 
worrying you.
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Pain

Many women fear that they will have pain because of metastatic breast cancer. 
It is important to know some women have little or no pain. It is also important 
to know that you can get help for pain. 

Tell your doctor if your pain is not under control during the day, or if it is 
stopping you from sleeping at night. The doctor can change the dose or 
type of medication to help you manage your pain better. Sometimes your 
oncologist will suggest you see a specialist to manage the pain. This may be 
through a pain clinic or palliative care service. Without pain your life will be 
better and you will be able to do more of the things you want to do.

Some people worry about becoming dependant on medication. They may 
reduce the dose of pain killers because they worry they will become addicted 
to them. Others worry it means that the cancer is getting worse and they 
will die soon. There are many myths about medication that are not true. For 
example, you will not become addicted to morphine if you are taking it for 
pain. Many people take morphine for a long time to manage their pain better. 
It is important to keep on top of your pain. 

Therapies such as relaxation therapy, acupuncture, gentle massage or hot or 
cold packs may also help.

Nerve pain

Sometimes cancer or chemotherapy can cause pain, tingling and numbness in 
the fingers and/or toes and muscle weakness in the legs. Nerve pain is due to 
either the cancer or the drug directly damaging the nerves. It is important if 
you have nerve pain to tell your doctor so the right medications can be given 
to you to help. 
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Feeling tired (fatigue)

Feeling tired is a common side effect of cancer and its treatment. You may 
also feel sleepy, confused, lose your appetite or find it hard to concentrate. 
Poor diet, lack of sleep, pain and worry can make fatigue worse. Rest may not 
relieve it. You may continue to feel tired once treatment ends. This can affect 
your ability to cope with and enjoy your life.

Tips to help with fatigue:

•	 Plan your day so you have time to rest or take a nap.

•	 Get up at the same time each morning, even if you feel tired.

•	 Light exercise such as walking or tai chi every day can help.

•	 Eat as well as you can and drink plenty of fluids.

•	 Let other people help you. You may be able to get help from your 
local council to do the housework.

•	 Allow yourself to relax. Do not worry about what you should be 
doing. Meditation, reading or listening to music can be helpful.

•	 Plan to rest before a special occasion or on the days you are having 
treatment.

•	 Spend time with friends who have a positive attitude.
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Feeling sick (nausea)

Nausea can be:

•	 caused by the cancer itself 

•	 a side effect of chemotherapy, radiotherapy or strong pain killers 

•	 a symptom of constipation. 

Therapies such as relaxation, hypnosis and acupuncture can also help.

Tips to help with nausea:

•	 Eat small meals more often e.g. soup, dry biscuits or toast.

•	 Avoid fatty or fried foods with a strong smell.

•	 Rest before and after eating.

•	 Eat slowly and chew well to help you digest it better.

•	 Sip plenty of fluids during the day e.g. ginger ale, soda water or weak 
teas. Icy poles or ice cubes are other ways to get more fluids. 

•	 Take the medication ordered by your doctor to stop you feeling sick.

•	 See a dietitian for advice on what foods to eat.
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Sore mouth

Some chemotherapy can cause mouth sores or infections in the mouth. Mouth 
sores can occur five to 10 days after treatment. They go away after one to 
two weeks. Ask your doctor or nurse about a suitable mouthwash rather than 
buying one from the shop that may be too strong for you. It is important to tell 
your doctor if you notice changes in your mouth and find it hard to swallow. 
Talk to your doctor if you have any dental (teeth) problems. Before you have 
any dental treatment, tell your dentist you are having chemotherapy.

Tips to help with a sore mouth:

•	 Use a soft toothbrush to clean your teeth gently.

•	 Wash your mouth (rinse and spit out) four times a day with a 
mouthwash or a glass of warm water with a teaspoon of salt or 
bicarbonate of soda (you can buy this at the supermarket).

•	 Sip cold water regularly or suck on an ice cube.

•	 Eat soft foods such as yoghurt, ice-cream or soft jellies.

•	 Avoid hard, crunchy, spicy, salty or raw foods that can sting or cause 
pain in your mouth.

•	 Keep food moist with sauces.

•	 If you wear dentures, soak them overnight and leave them out of 
your mouth for as long as you can during the day.
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Constipation 

If you have hard or few bowel movements you may be constipated. 
Constipation can be caused by:

•	 cancer and its treatment

•	 doing less exercise

•	 changes in what you eat and drink

•	 pain medication.

Tips to help with constipation:

•	 Eat more high fibre foods such as fruit, vegetables and wholemeal 
bread.

•	 Drink plenty of fluids like water.

•	 Do light exercise such as walking.

•	 Eat small, frequent meals.

•	 Speak to your doctor about medications to help with constipation 
(laxatives).

Often laxatives are prescribed when taking pain medication such as 
morphine or MS Contin.
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Diarrhoea 

Diarrhoea (loose, runny bowel movements) can be caused by:

•	 some chemotherapy drugs, which can affect the lining of the digestive 
system 

•	 an infection 

•	 drugs to treat constipation.

Let your oncologist, GP or nurse know if diarrhoea:

•	 continues for more than a day 

•	 does not go away when you change what you eat (see tips below)

•	 is not helped by diarrhoea medications. 

Diarrhoea can make you dehydrated, so if you are worried about it please 
contact your doctor or nurse just to be safe.

Tips to help with diarrhoea:

•	 Avoid spicy foods, wholegrain foods, fatty or fried foods, raw fruit 
and vegetables with skins and seeds.

•	 Try eating clear soup and toast, dry biscuits and cheese.

•	 Take small sips of water or suck on ice cubes, if your mouth is dry.

•	 Take medication to control diarrhoea suggested by your doctor or 
nurse.

•	 Buy fluids to drink such as Gastrolyte at the chemist.
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Poor sleep

Even though you may feel tired you may find it hard to sleep at night. This can 
be due to pain, feeling sick or being worried.

Tips to help you sleep better:

•	 Try having a warm bath or massage before bedtime.

•	 Have a warm drink you enjoy (but not a caffeine based drink such as 
coffee).

•	 Get up at the same time each day and go to bed at the same time 
when you can.

•	 Try to exercise regularly so you sleep better.

•	 If you have pain, take pain medicine just before you go to bed so you 
don’t wake up during the night.

•	 Yoga, mindfulness, meditation and tai chi can lessen worry.

•	 Make sure your bedroom is dark and quiet.
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Hair loss

Many people who have chemotherapy worry about losing their hair. Some 
drugs may make your hair thin or fall out, but many others do not. Hair loss 
is most common from your head, but you may also lose hair from your arms, 
legs, pubic region, eyelashes and eyebrows. Losing your hair can be very 
upsetting. It can mean you worry about others knowing about your illness. 
Your hair will grow back once chemotherapy treatment is finished. This may 
take a few months. Talk to your doctor if you are worried as there are ways to 
help reduce hair loss. 

Tips to help with hair loss:

•	 Use a mild shampoo.

•	 Avoid drying your hair with a hairdryer.

•	 Use a gentle comb or brush.

•	 Wear a wig, nice scarf or cap. This can make you feel better until 
your hair grows again. Your nurse or social worker can help you  
get a wig.

•	 Use sunscreen, a hat or scarf to protect your head from the sun.

•	 Wear sunglasses to protect your eyes from dust and the sun.
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Nail and skin problems

Chemotherapy can affect fingernails and toenails. They can change colour 
or become cracked and sore. Your skin may also become dry or itchy or may 
peel.

Difficulty with memory or concentrating

Chemotherapy can make you feel fuzzy, forget things or words.

Tips to help with nail and skin problems:

•	 Keep your nails clipped short.

•	 Keep your hands and nails clean to stop infection.

•	 Use moisturising cream that does not smell.

•	 Wear gloves for household chores and gardening.

•	 Avoid perfumes and deodorants that can irritate the skin.

•	 Wear loose cotton clothes, a hat and sunscreen in the sun.

Tips to help with memory or concentration:

•	 Try yoga, or meditating while you walk.

•	 Try doing a quiz or puzzle.

•	 Do some exercise or an activity.

•	 Write things down or make a list.

•	 Have rituals that help you remember (such as putting your keys in 
the same place each time).

•	 Be patient with yourself as things may take a little longer. Consider 
trying to do fewer things than you would normally.
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Breathing problems

Being short of breath can be very frightening. It does not mean the cancer is 
getting worse, but it is important to let your doctor know about it as soon as 
possible. It could be due to fluid on the lungs, an infection or low blood count. 
There are treatments to help with this.

Menopause symptoms

Menopause is when your ovaries stop producing the female hormone 
oestrogen. This is a normal part of getting older. Treatments for breast cancer 
can cause menopause to come on earlier than normal. You may have hot 
flushes, sweating, tiredness, difficulty sleeping, aches or pains, mood changes 
and lose interest in sexual intercourse. 

Tips to help with breathing problems:

•	 Try sleeping sitting up in bed supported with pillows.

•	 Do things slowly.

•	 Open the window or use a fan to help air movement in the room.

•	 Try relaxing and breathing more slowly.

•	 Seek help from your doctor as soon as possible.

Tips to help with the symptoms of menopause:

•	 Wear cotton clothing to lessen sweating.

•	 Have warm baths to make you feel more comfortable.

•	 Try meditation and relaxation exercises.

•	 Limit hot drinks or alcohol.

•	 Use creams for a dry vagina if sexual intercourse is painful. Your 
doctor or nurse can tell you what creams to use.

•	 Seek help from your oncologist for the management of menopausal 
symptoms.
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Other symptoms

You may also have sore eyes, burning or stinging on passing urine, or swelling 
in arms and legs that may be due to chemotherapy. Let your doctor know 
straight away so that the right treatment can be given to help. 

Support available to help manage symptoms

Many people are frightened when they hear the words palliative care. They 
think it is only offered to you in your last months or weeks of life. This is not 
true. Palliative care helps people live as fully and comfortably as possible when 
living with an illness that cannot be cured such as metastatic breast cancer. 
Palliative care means that you, your family and carers get practical, emotional 
and physical support.

Palliative care can help you with:

•	 relief of pain and other symptoms like vomiting or shortness of breath

•	 equipment in your home to help you and your family, like wheelchairs, 
special beds and shower chairs

•	 accessing home help or money from the government

•	 emotional and spiritual support that is sensitive to your culture

•	 counselling and grief support

•	 referral to specialised hospice care for a short time (respite care).

Palliative care can also help you and your family make decisions about care 
you want now and the care you might want if your cancer gets worse. 
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Complementary and alternative therapies

Conventional or western treatments such as surgery, chemotherapy, 
radiotherapy and hormone therapy are the standard treatments doctors use to 
treat cancer. These treatments have been well studied and are safe. 

Complementary therapies are therapies that can help complement  
(or support) treatment. They can help:

•	 with the side effects of cancer and its treatment 

•	 make you feel better overall.

Acupuncture for example, can be used to help with pain, anxiety, nausea, dry 
mouth and hot flushes. 

Some people may also want to take complementary medicines such as 
Chinese herbal medicine or vitamins to help improve wellbeing. It is important 
to know many herbal medicines have not been well tested or studied. Their 
effects are not always clear. While some herbal medicines may help, others 
can cause side effects. They may also stop your breast cancer treatments 
working as well as they should. Tell your doctor about herbal remedies you 
want to take to make sure they are safe and that they don’t affect your breast 
cancer treatments. 

For more information about herbs and their safe use visit the Memorial  
Sloan-Kettering Cancer Centre website mskcc.org/aboutherbs.



37

  
 

 

•	  

•	  



38

More information

Breast Cancer Network Australia

BCNA has free information for you and your family, including Hope & 
Hurdles, an information pack in English for women with metastatic breast 
cancer. To order a copy of Hope & Hurdles or other BCNA information:

•	 Call the interpreting service on 13 14 50 and ask for BCNA (to speak 
to us through an interpreter).

•	 Call BCNA directly on 1800 500 258 (to speak to us in English). 
BCNA’s Helpline provides free support and information about breast 
cancer. You can call Monday to Friday from 9.00 am to 5.00 pm. 

•	 Visit the website to order or download information at bcna.org.au. 

BCNA’s website has a video of a Chinese woman telling her story about 
living with metastatic breast cancer. Visit bcna.org.au.

BCNA’s free telephone counselling service provides one-to-one 
telephone counselling support for women with metastatic breast cancer 
and their family members. Call 1800 500 258 for more information or to 
make an appointment.

The Inside Story (a supplement to BCNA’s The Beacon magazine) has 
information and stories for people diagnosed with metastatic breast 
cancer. To subscribe, visit bcna.org.au.

Cancer Australia

Cancer Australia was established by the Australian Government in 2006 
to benefit all Australians affected by cancer, and their families and carers.

Cancer Australia aims to reduce the impact of cancer, address disparities 
and improve outcomes for people affected by cancer by leading 
and coordinating national, evidence-based interventions across the 
continuum of care.

Cancer Australia works with government and the cancer control 
community around a shared agenda, to deliver informed and effective 
cancer control and ultimately better outcomes for all people affected by 
cancer in Australia.

For more information visit canceraustralia.gov.au.
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Cancer Councils

Cancer Council Australia’s website (cancer.org.au) has information on 
cancer and links to Cancer Council websites in each state and territory. 

The multilingual cancer information line gives information about cancer 
in Chinese.  

•	 Call 13 14 50 and ask for the Cancer Council information and support 
service in your state or territory to talk confidentially with a cancer 
nurse with the help of an interpreter. 

Call Cancer Council directly on 13 11 20. 

Chinese community cancer organisations 

Chinese community cancer organisations have information and support 
to help you and your family. Many women and their families have found 
these organisations to be a place where they can talk about their cancer 
experience in Chinese. They have trained counsellors to help you. 
Contact the Chinese Cancer Society of Victoria on (03) 9898 9575 or 
visit ccsv.org.au or CanRevive in New South Wales on (02) 9212 7789 or 
visit canrevive.com.

International websites 

There are international websites with reliable information in Chinese for 
people with cancer. You may like to visit:

•	 Hong Kong Cancer Fund cancer-fund.org 

•	 American Cancer Society cancer.org

•	 MacMillan Cancer Support, United Kingdom macmillan.org.uk.
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