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Metastatic breast cancer  
– finding your way
Information for women from Chinese 
backgrounds living in Australia



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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Why did I get metastatic breast cancer? 

When I first received the diagnosis of cancer, I was frightened and I 
thought ‘Why me?’ as I never smoke and I have good dietary intake. 

We do not know why some breast cancers spread and others don’t. We do not 
know why some spread very early and others do not spread for many years. 

There is no proof that things such as an operation, another illness or stress can 
cause metastatic breast cancer. 

Myths 

Here there are certain people who may be afraid of me if I raise this topic 
in front of them as they see cancer as a plague. 

In Chinese culture, people sometimes talk about cancer as a punishment for 
bad actions or bad luck because of one’s ancestors, or even refer to it as the 
‘plague’. There are many myths about cancer that are not true.  

It is not true that:

• you get cancer because you deserve it

• cancer can be passed on from one person to another (contagious)

• cancer is something that people cause themselves, or a punishment.

Most of the time we do not know what causes breast cancer.

What does it mean for me?

When you first hear that you have metastatic breast cancer, it is very normal 
to wonder if this means you will die soon. Although there is generally no cure 
(the cancer is not likely to go away completely), metastatic breast cancer can 
be controlled and treated for most people, sometimes for many years. This 
means the aim of treatment is to control the growth of cancer for as long as 
possible and manage the symptoms, so that you can live your life well.

We encourage you and your family to talk about this with your treatment 
team. It is important to understand:

• what your diagnosis means

• the treatments you might have

• what is the aim of treatment

• what your doctor hopes will happen.
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How is it treated?

There are many treatments for metastatic breast cancer, which is why it 
can sometimes be controlled for a long time. Metastatic breast cancer can 
be different from person to person, so your doctors will recommend the 
best treatment for your type of breast cancer. For more information about 
treatments, see page 14.

Who will be caring for me?

As there are different treatments at different times, there will be a few 
different health professionals involved in your care. This is called a 
multidisciplinary team. See page 10 for information on health professionals 
who may be in your team.

What do I tell people? 

My husband used to be afraid to know about my disease, but he is a 
lot more open to this. I think people should be more open to talk about 
cancer and not be afraid of it. 

You may feel scared to tell others about your cancer. Some of your friends 
and family may avoid seeing you or talking about the cancer. This could be 
because they do not understand cancer or are scared. This may make you feel 
very alone. It can help if you tell others that metastatic breast cancer is an 
illness that needs lifelong treatment. Sometimes you may be sick, but much of 
the time you may feel better. 
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Symptoms you may experience
Every woman’s experience of metastatic breast cancer is different.  
The symptoms you have may depend on:

• the parts of the body affected by the cancer 

• any other health problems you may already have. 

Some women have many symptoms while others have very few or none at all. 
If you are worried about symptoms, tell your doctor as there are often things 
that can be done to help you.

Metastatic breast cancer in the bone

Bone pain is a common symptom of cancer that has spread to the bones. 
It may feel like an endless ache. It may also become worse when you move 
around. This may be caused by damage to the bone. Cancer may also weaken 
the bones, causing them to break. 

Metastatic breast cancer in the liver

Metastatic breast cancer in the liver can cause pain on the right side of the 
abdomen, under the ribs. You may feel tired, sick and unwell. You may lose 
your appetite and lose weight. 

Metastatic breast cancer in the lungs

Metastatic breast cancer in the lungs may affect your breathing. Common 
symptoms include a cough that doesn’t go away, shortness of breath and pain 
in the chest that gets worse with deep breaths.

Metastatic breast cancer in the brain

It is less common for breast cancer to spread to the brain, but the thought 
of this happening can be very frightening. Waking up with headaches and 
nausea, changes in eye sight, feeling unsteady on your feet or changes in 
strength on one side of your body, are some symptoms people may have if 
they have breast cancer in the brain. 
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Finding your way through the health care system
Some Chinese may not know much about the Australian healthcare 
system and what kinds of support that they may be entitled to. 

There are many people who will be involved in your care. This may be 
confusing. You may not know who to speak to if you have a question or are 
worried. Knowing what each of them does can help you know which person to 
speak to if you have questions. 

The following health professionals may be involved in your care. 

Doctors

General practitioner (GP): helps with everyday health worries. This can include 
help with pain, fatigue, worry and any general questions you may have. 

Medical oncologist: diagnoses and treats cancer. Your medical oncologist will 
most likely be the person who will lead your care. They will refer you to other 
doctors if needed. 

Radiation oncologist: treats cancer using radiation therapy (radiotherapy) 
to shrink it or to help relieve pain. The radiation oncologist decides which 
radiotherapy treatment might help and for how long you may need it.

Specialist surgeon: surgery is sometimes used to treat metastatic breast 
cancer. For example, it might be used to fix a broken bone or to get rid of a 
cancer which causes problems in a part of the body.

Nurses

Oncology/chemotherapy nurses: The oncology nurses may give you 
chemotherapy and help with other anti-cancer treatments. They can also help 
you manage nausea, pain or other symptoms you may have from the cancer or 
its treatment.

Breast care nurses: are available in some hospitals and community health 
centres. A breast care nurse can give you information, counselling and 
support. She can also help coordinate your care and link you with other health 
professionals or supports you may need. If you would like to see a breast care 
nurse, talk to your medical oncologist or visit the McGrath Foundation website 
to find one near you mcgrathfoundation.com.au.
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Other health professionals

Social worker: helps with emotional and practical issues. For example, 
social workers can link you to services that help you at home and give you 
information about financial (money) support. 

Psychologist/counsellor: helps you and/or your family talk about things that 
may be worrying you. 

Dietitian: helps with information about healthy eating while living with 
cancer and treatment and with problems such as poor appetite, nausea or 
constipation.

Physiotherapist: helps with mobility, exercise and lymphoedema. 
Lymphoedema is swelling of the arm or chest wall that sometimes happens 
when you have lymph nodes removed from your armpit.

Occupational therapist: can visit you in your home and suggest changes to 
make life easier e.g. equipment such as a handrail in the bathroom. 

Palliative care team: specialist doctors, nurses, social workers and pastoral 
care workers who can help with physical symptoms such as pain or 
breathlessness. They can help your family care for you in your home. They also 
help with emotional and spiritual needs.

Pastoral care worker: respects all faiths and religious beliefs. They can help 
you adjust to your situation and talk about your life and its meaning. They may 
make you feel more hopeful and help you to find more joy in your life.

Tip: Cancer Council Victoria appointment card

Cancer Council Victoria has an appointment card that can be used by 
anyone in any location across Australia. This can be translated in your 
language to help you remember when and where your next appointment 
is. Speak to your nurse about filling in the card and printing it for you. 
Visit cancervic.org.au/multilingual-card.
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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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