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Anxiety and Fear of Recurrence in Cancer Survivors
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Abstract
Cancer survivorship has significantly increased due to advancements in early detection and 
treatment. However, survivors often face psychological challenges, notably anxiety and fear of 
cancer recurrence (FCR). These concerns can persist long after treatment, adversely affecting 
quality of life (QoL). This narrative review explores the prevalence, implications, assessment 
methods, and management strategies for anxiety and FCR among cancer survivors. Recent studies 
indicate that over half of survivors experience moderate to high levels of FCR, with younger age 
and female gender being significant risk factors. Persistent anxiety and FCR are associated with 
increased depression, reduced QoL, and impaired daily functioning. Effective management 
requires a multidisciplinary approach, integrating psychological interventions and supportive care. 
Addressing these psychological concerns is crucial for improving survivorship outcomes.
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Introduction
The population of cancer survivors has been consistently rising, attributed to advancements 

in cancer detection and treatment methods. While this is a positive development, it brings to light 
the long-term psychological challenges faced by survivors. Among these, anxiety and fear of cancer 
recurrence (FCR) are predominant concerns that can significantly impact a survivor's quality of life 
(QoL). Understanding the prevalence, implications, and management of these psychological issues 
is essential for comprehensive survivorship care [1].

Anxiety in Cancer Survivors
Anxiety is a common psychological response among cancer survivors, often stemming from 

uncertainties about the future, fear of recurrence, and the aftermath of treatment. Studies have 
shown that anxiety can persist long after treatment completion, affecting daily functioning and 
overall well-being. For instance, nearly 42% of breast cancer survivors experience anxiety, which 
can be exacerbated by factors such as undergoing mastectomy or being diagnosed at a younger age 
[2]. The manifestations of anxiety in cancer survivors can range from mild worry to severe panic 
attacks, often interfering with sleep, concentration, and social interactions. Persistent anxiety can 
also hinder adherence to follow-up care and surveillance, potentially impacting long-term health 
outcomes [3].

Fear of Cancer Recurrence (FCR)
FCR refers to the fear, worry, or concern that cancer could return or progress. It is a prevalent 

and distressing issue among survivors, often leading to heightened vigilance, frequent medical 
consultations, and avoidance behaviors. FCR can be distinguished from general anxiety by its 
specific focus on cancer returning. It is influenced by factors such as age, gender, type of cancer, 
and time since diagnosis. Younger survivors and female individuals tend to report elevated levels 
FCR [1, 4]. The fear of recurrence can be so overwhelming that it affects a survivor's ability to enjoy 
life, plan for the future, and engage in meaningful activities. This persistent fear can lead to chronic 
stress, depression, and a diminished sense of well-being [5].

Prevalence of Anxiety and FCR in Cancer Survivors
Recent studies highlight the significant prevalence of anxiety and FCR among cancer survivors. 

A systematic review and meta-analysis involving over 9,000 participants found that approximately 
59% experienced at least moderate levels of FCR, with about 19% reporting high levels [1]. Similarly, 
anxiety remains a persistent issue, with factors such as younger age, female gender, and certain 
cancer types (e.g., lung and melanoma) associated with higher anxiety and FCR levels [3]. These 
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statistics underscore the need for routine psychological assessment 
and support as integral components of survivorship care [4].

Implications of Anxiety and FCR on Quality 
of Life

Anxiety and FCR significantly impact the QoL of cancer survivors. 
They are associated with increased risk of depression, reduced 
emotional and social functioning, and impaired daily activities. In 
long-term breast cancer survivors, higher FCR levels correlate with 
increased depression and decreased QoL [6]. Persistent psychological 
distress can also lead to increased healthcare utilization and hindered 
return to normal life roles [7]. Moreover, the chronic stress associated 
with anxiety and FCR can have physiological effects, potentially 
impacting immune function and overall health. Addressing these 
psychological concerns is therefore not only essential for mental well-
being but also for physical health and recovery [5].

Assessment of Anxiety and FCR
Effective assessment of anxiety and FCR is crucial for identifying 

survivors in need of support. The Fear of Cancer Recurrence Inventory 
(FCRI) is a validated tool commonly used to measure FCR levels. The 
short form (FCRI-SF) consists of 9 items, with scores indicating the 
severity of FCR. A score of 22 or higher suggests clinical levels of 
FCR requiring intervention [8]. Additionally, structured interviews 
and questionnaires like the General Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7) can 
assess general anxiety levels [4]. Regular screening using these tools 
can facilitate early identification and timely intervention, potentially 
mitigating the long-term impact of anxiety and FCR on survivors' 
lives [9].

Management Strategies
Addressing anxiety and FCR in cancer survivors requires a 

multidisciplinary approach. Psychological interventions, particularly 
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), have been shown to be effective 
in reducing symptoms. CBT) assists individuals in recognizing 
and confronting unhelpful thoughts and behaviors, promoting the 
development of more effective coping strategies [5]. Additionally, 
mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) programs can aid in 
managing anxiety and improving QoL [3, 10].

Pharmacological treatments, such as antidepressants or 
anxiolytics, may be considered for individuals with severe symptoms. 
However, these should be prescribed cautiously, considering potential 
side effects and interactions with ongoing cancer treatments [6].

Support groups and peer counseling can also provide emotional 
support, reduce feelings of isolation, and offer practical coping 
strategies. Engaging in regular physical activity, maintaining a healthy 
lifestyle, and fostering strong social connections are additional 
measures that can alleviate anxiety and FCR [7].

Conclusion
Anxiety and fear of cancer recurrence are prevalent and impactful 

concerns among cancer survivors. They significantly affect emotional 
well-being, daily functioning, and overall quality of life. Regular 

assessment using validated tools is essential for early identification. 
Integrating psychological support into survivorship care plans can 
help address these issues, improving outcomes and QoL for cancer 
survivors.
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