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ABSTRACT 

Cancer, due to its high lethality rate, generates negative feelings, which can modify 
family performance and cause great suffering. With this, it predisposes both the 
patient, caregivers and family members to the development of mental disorders. Of 
these, the most common are depression and anxiety. Based on the importance of 
the aforementioned scenario and the need to know the reality in the State of 
Amapá, the levels of anxiety and depression of outpatients and their companions 
at the High Complexity Oncology Unit of the State of Amapá were analyzed 
comparatively. Amapá, through a qualitative, descriptive and cross-sectional study, 
applying a sociodemographic questionnaire and the Hospital Anxiety and 
Depression Scale. After analysis, we found in this study a sociodemographic profile 
compatible with that expected for the State and similar to those of regions with a 
low level of socioeconomic development in the various variables analyzed. In 
addition, it was found in the present study that companions are possibly more 
depressed than anxious, a fact confirmed by statistical tests. This differs from the 
findings pointed out in other literature, in which anxiety is more reported than 
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depression. Thus, it was concluded that in addition to strengthening public health 
policies, there is a need to strengthen a broad family approach, as well as the need 
for further studies aimed at elucidating the divergence found in the anxiety 
category. 

Keywords: Cancer, Depression, Anxiety, Cancer Patients, Companions. 

INTRODUCTION 

Cancer is a disease that causes fear due to its high fatality rate (BASTOS, 2017). 

In addition, the oncological diagnosis can trigger changes in the family's functional 

performance and in the perception of the end of life (FARINHA, 2013). In this way, 

it is a diagnosis that can change the thinking and way of life of the patient and his 

companions, who see him in a life-threatening situation, with difficulty in healing 

and, therefore, close to death (FERREIRA, 2016). In addition, it brings with it 

indignation and questions about the existence and physical and psychological 

disorders. Among the psychological disorders, depression and anxiety disorders 

stand out (LORRENCETTI, 2005). 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), depression is the most 

common disabling psychiatric disorder in the world. In this sense, the worldwide 

prevalence of depressive disorder is equivalent to 4.4%, whereas that of anxiety 

disorder is 3.6% and both are growing (WHO, 2017). Although these disorders can 

be present in anyone, the risk of depression increases when related to physical 

illnesses, characterizing them as comorbidities (WHO, 2017). 

Cancer is characterized as a set of diseases that have in common disordered cell 

proliferation, the result of the continuous and expressive accumulation of errors 

and mutations in the DNA, causing failures in the mechanisms of control, growth 

and proliferation of the cell cycle (INCA, 2019 ; LOPES, 2013). Such cellular 

changes make them aggressive and uncontrollable, forming the tumor and 

spreading its cells, a stage called metastasis, which is the indicator of the severity 

of the disease (INCA, 2019). 
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In 2018, it was estimated that 9.6 million people died from cancer worldwide, with 

the Americas having 21.0% incidence and 14.4% mortality in the world (IARC, 

2018). It is believed that these data are the result of the contemporary 

epidemiological transition, as well as the greater exposure of man to potentially 

mutating and carcinogenic environmental factors and the advancement of medicine 

in relation to the improvement of diagnosis and the reduction and control of 

historically lethal diseases. Cancers are considered the second single cause of 

death, second only to cardiovascular diseases. With this, it was predicted that, in 

2020, cancers would constitute the first cause of death in Brazil (KATZ, 2013). 

However, cancer is a chronic disease with a high cost and low accessibility to 

treatment (NOBREGA, LIMA, 2014), which, in addition to the emotional disorder, 

tends to increase the number of patients who seek the Unified Health System 

(SUS)[10]. Thus, in order to meet the principle of universality of the SUS (BRASIL, 

1990), a High Complexity Assistance Unit (UNACON)[11] was created in the State 

of Amapá to provide physical and mental health assistance to cancer patients in 

the State and nearby ribeirinhas regions (BRASIL, 2017; CASTRO et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, due to the increase in the number of cases of cancer and its 

comorbidities, together with a diagnosis that provokes emotional reactions related 

to a pessimistic perception and feeling about the future and imbalances and 

internal conflicts, it is believed that this disease can lead to psychic disorders ( 

THEOBALD, 2016). 

Among these pathologies, according to Sadock (2017) and the V Manual 

Diagnóstico e Estatístico de Transtornos Mentais (translated into Portuguese from 

the original Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders) DSM-5, 

depression, classified as a mood disorder, is three times greater in the elderly 

(over 60 years), the same age group that generally modulates the profile of cancer 

patients. In addition, stressful events, such as the cancer diagnosis, are triggers for 

depressive episodes. 
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Anxiety disorders, on the other hand, group a spectrum that involves fear, anxiety 

and related behavioral disorders, which can also develop after life stress (DSM-5, 

2014; SADOCK, 2017). Thus, recognizing patients and their companions as 

individuals in need of assistance in the face of their anxieties can be important for 

improving attention and care in the various services offered by oncology centers, 

facilitating knowledge of how to act in the face of the disease. 

Based on the above and in line with Ordinance No. 1,820, of August 13, 2009, 

which ensures patients the right to be accompanied during consultations, exams 

and hospitalization, this study arose from the need to identify and compare the 

levels of depression and anxiety of patients and their companions, aiming at a 

better understanding of these conditions and the possibility of providing subsidies 

for the development of strategies for the prevention and treatment of depression 

and anxiety for both patients and caregivers. Therefore, the objective was to 

identify and comparatively evaluate the levels of anxiety and depression of cancer 

patients and their companions at a UNACON in Amapá, correlating epidemiological 

data of these patients and their companions. 

METHOD 

This was a quantitative, descriptive and cross-sectional study. The quantitative 

focus of this research measured the data collected through forms and analyzed 

them using statistical methods (SAMPIERI, COLLADO, LUCIO, 2013). The 

descriptive study was concerned with describing associations between the studied 

variables (GIL, 2010), in this case, associated with anxiety and depression 

disorders related to the diagnosis of cancer. Finally, the cross-sectional aspect of 

this study referred to the moment of data collection without focusing, therefore, on 

possible oscillations in the information collected in the selected sample 

(HOCHMAN et al., 2005). 
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The research was carried out at the outpatient clinic of the High Complexity 

Assistance Unit (UNACON) located on the premises of the Hospital das Clínicas 

Dr. Alberto Lima (HCAL), headquartered in the city of Macapá-AP. 

The population studied in this research was cancer patients and their respective 

companions, with the limit of one companion for each cancer patient participating 

in this study, treated in an outpatient service, in which both have voluntarily agreed 

to participate in the research by signing the Free and Informed Consent Form 

(TCLE)[12]. 

The population of cancer patients and their companions in this research was of 

both sexes, aged over 18, patients who had a confirmed diagnosis of malignant 

neoplasm, or in follow-up of up to 5 years after removal/regression of neoplastic 

foci or, even , in palliative care, all being treated at the UNACON Oncology Clinic 

and Oncology Surgery outpatient clinics. Patients and companions who did not 

meet the inclusion criteria, patients who were using drugs that interfere with their 

decision-making capacity, as well as cancer patients who did not identify and/or 

indicate a companion to participate in this research, and individuals who refused to 

sign the TCLE, or who were cognitively debilitated. 

A total of 120 people participated in the research, excluding 40, in which one or 

both of the analyzed groups did not fit the inclusion criteria of this research. 

The risks of this research included the individual and collective psychological 

variable of cancer patients, as well as their companions, since these are people 

vulnerable to emotional disorders (BRASIL, 2012). In order to mitigate such risks, it 

was available to take the case to medical-psychological discussion, which is 

routinely carried out at UNACON, or request psychiatric consultation, services 

provided for in Ordinance No. 458/17 (BOTEGA, 1995; BRASIL, 2017). 

The individuals surveyed had potential benefits by identifying the explanation 

regarding their mental health condition and, indirectly, there was the identification 
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of possible mental disorders linked to stress related to the pathology, the bonus to 

the general and scientific community about greater knowledge about the impacts of 

emotional disorders concomitant with the disease and treatment in cancer patients 

and their companions. 

For data collection, cancer patients and their respective companions, who were in 

the waiting room of UNACON outpatient clinics, were invited to participate in the 

study. Therefore, the signature of the TCLE was explained and requested. This 

collection was carried out weekly in individual office rooms. The sociodemographic 

questionnaire was applied through an interview conducted by the researchers, as 

well as, in the specific case of cancer patients, the clinical questionnaire. 

Subsequently, both cancer patients and their respective companions received the 

Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) and then completed it without 

intervention from the researchers, except in cases of illiterate patients. For 

respondents who are not literate, the questions were read aloud and good 

applicability of the HADS has already been demonstrated in respondents with a 

low level of education (BOTEGA et al., 1995). 

However, it was ensured that the application of questionnaires was not long to 

avoid fatigue of the interviewees (LAKATOS, MARCONI, 2010), therefore, 15 

minutes were allocated to each participant in this research. 

For the tabulation of the collected data, a database was built and organized using 

Microsoft Excel 365, which was also used to obtain absolute and relative 

frequencies, mean and standard deviation (sd) calculations of the ages of the 

participants in this research, as well as for drawing up graphs and tables. To 

investigate the association between anxiety levels and depression levels with 

companion and patient categories, the chi-square (χ2) independence test was 

used. A significance level of p-value ≤ 0.05 was adopted. The software used was 

the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences® 20.0. 
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The research was submitted and approved by the Ethics Committee for Research 

with Human Beings (CAAE 27847920.6.0000.0003). 

RESULTS 

Thus, 40 patients and 40 companions were analyzed. Among the patients, 26 were 

female and 14 were male. Among the companions, 28 are female and 12 are male. 

Both categories demonstrate, therefore, a predominance of females. 

The gender distribution, in both categories, is shown in graphs 1 and 2. 

Graph 1. Number of patients assisted at UNACON-AP by gender 

Source: Authors' data. 
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Graph 2. Quantitative of companions assisted at UNACON-AP by gender 

 

Source: Authors' data. 

With regard to the age ranges and sex of the group of patients, there was a 

predominance of males (78.5%) at the most advanced ages, above 60 years; of 

patients and females (73%) aged up to 60 years in this same group (Graph 3). 
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Graph 3. Quantitative ratio of sex/age group of patients assisted at UNACON-AP 

 

Source: Authors' data. 

With regard to the age groups and sex of the group of companions, there was a 

predominance of females (42.8%) in the ages between 31 and 40 years, and in 

males there was partial balance at all ages (Graph 4). 
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Graph 4. Quantitative sex/age group ratio of companions assisted at UNACON-AP 

 

Source: Authors' data. 

Observing the education of the two groups, it was noted the predominance of the 

lowest level of education (Elementary School I) or even the absence of this 

(Illiterate), in the group of patients (65%). While in the group of companions, there 

is a predominance of a higher level of education, with higher education prevailing 

(50%), of these eight participants (40%) signed Higher Education incomplete and 

twelve participants (60%) marked Higher Education Complete. 
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Graph 5. Relationship between the number of participants and the education of patients and 

caregivers treated at UNACON-AP 

 

Source: Authors' data. 

Regarding family income, the behavior of both categories was similar, with Class E 

(81.2%) being the most found correlating the groups. 
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Graph 6. Quantitative relationship of participants with family income of individuals assisted at 

UNACON-AP 

Source: Authors' data. 

The types of CA most found in the patients evaluated in this study were cancers: 

cervix, breast, stomach and prostate (Graph 7). In women, the four most common 

types were cervical cancer, breast cancer, uterine cancer and ovarian cancer 

(Graph 8). In men, the two types reported in decreasing order of frequency were 

stomach cancer and prostate cancer (Graph 9). 
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Graph 7. Quantitative and distribution of types of cancer treated at UNACON-AP 

Source: Authors' data. 

Graph 8. Quantitative and distribution of the most common types of cancer in female patients 

assisted at UNACON-AP 

 

Source: Authors' data. 
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Graph 9. Quantitative and distribution of the most common types of cancer in male patients assisted 

at UNACON-AP 

Source: Authors' data. 

Analyzing the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS), it was observed that 

the results found were statistically different between patients and caregivers for 

depression (Table 1), but there was no statistically significant difference when 

assessing anxiety between the two groups (Table two). Thus, among the 80 study 

participants, 11 (13.75%) obtained scores referring to the level of probable 

depression. Of these 11 individuals, 9 (81.8%) were companions. 

The χ2 independence test demonstrated a statistically significant association 

between higher levels on the depression scale (probable depression) and the 

category of hospital companion (χ2 = 7.67; p-value = 0.0229). The absolute and 

relative frequencies of the variables analyzed in the χ2 test are shown in Table 1. 

Table 1. Statistics on the level of depression of individuals assisted at UNACON-AP 

Variable (n) Level of depression χ2 p-
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Unlikely (%) Questionable (%) Likely (%) value 

Condition in hospital (n=80)           

Patient 24 (49,0) 14 (70,0) 2 (18,2) 7,67 0,0229 

Companions 25 (51,0) 6 (30,0) 9 (81,8) 

χ2: Chi-square independence test. Source: Authors' data. 

In addition, among the 80 study participants, 10 (12.5%) obtained scores referring 

to the level of probable anxiety. Of these 10 individuals, 7 (70.0%) were 

companions. The χ2 independence test did not show a statistically significant 

association between higher levels on the anxiety scale (probable anxiety disorder) 

and the category of hospital companion (χ2 = 2.01; p-value = 0.3863). The 

absolute and relative frequencies of the variables analyzed in the χ2 test are 

shown in Table 2. 

Table 2. Statistics on the level of anxiety of individuals assisted at UNACON-AP 

Variable (n) Anxiety level χ2 p-
value 

Unlikely (%) Questionable (%) Likely (%) 

Condition in hospital (n=80)           

Patient 24 (51,1) 13 (56,5) 3 (30,0) 2,01 0,3863 

Companions 23 (48,9) 10 (43,5) 7 (70,0) 

  

χ2: Chi-square independence test. Source: Authors' data. 

DISCUSSION 

Most of the patients who composed this study are female. A similar pattern was 

found in an article by Gonçalves et al. (2018), where this group represented more 

than half of the sample, a result attributed to the greater presence of women in the 

search for health services, providing a greater chance of early diagnoses. In 

contrast, the low male demand for the same services is possibly supported by a 

stereotyped idea that self-care is essentially female (CHAVES, 2018). This 
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disparity found in this study and in the literature reflects the need to reinforce public 

policies aimed at promoting men's health (CARNEIRO; ADJUTO; ALVES, 2019). 

As for the gender of companions, trends similar to those found in the literature 

were observed in this study, with a higher frequency of women in this category 

(FALCÃO et al., 2020; POLONIO; DHEIN; PIVATTO, 2020). This finding 

corroborates the concept that the task of caring is charged and attributed to 

women, as a worldwide phenomenon, naturalized historically and in different 

cultures, despite the countless other responsibilities they may assume (LEBREGO; 

LOBATO; FIMA, 2018; FAGUNDES , SOARES, 2018). 

Regarding the age ranges and gender of the patients, there was a predominance 

of males aged over 60 years and females below this cutoff point. This relationship 

can be explained by the high frequency of cervical cancer found in the sample, 

which tends to affect younger women and who start sexual activities early (INCA, 

2022a; IBGE, 2019) as opposed to stomach cancer and prostate, whose 

incidences are higher in elderly men, and may be related to H. pylori infection, 

dietary factors (such as consumption of high-sodium foods and processed meats) 

and lifestyle habits (such as smoking and alcoholism) (INCA, 2022b; BESAGIO, 

2021). Thus, it is possible to infer that this result is expected, considering the 

natural history of the aforementioned neoplasms. 

Most companions who participated in this study are aged between 31 and 50 

years, a predominant age group for both sexes. Similar results were found in 

studies by Kilic and Oz (2019), where most family caregivers (50.3%) were 

concentrated in the same age range, and also in Oliveira and Sousa (2017), whose 

average age found was 43.47. A likely hypothesis to explain this trend would be 

that most companions are the patients' children, as found in a study by Falcão et 

al. (2020). However, this cannot be said, considering that in this work the degree of 

kinship was not questioned. Another hypothesis would be that in this age group are 
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retired or unemployed people, having more time for the task of caring (NARDI et 

al., 2011). 

With regard to education, an antagonism was observed in this research between 

the groups of patients and caregivers. Thus, it is worth noting that the 

universalization of access to basic education in the country occurred with the 

promotion of financing cooperation between the three spheres of the Executive 

Branch through the National Fund for Fundamental Education (FUNDEF)[13] in the 

mid-1990s (FERREIRA , POMPONET, 2020). A possible explanation for this 

difference can be inferred from the correlation between the average ages of the 

analyzed groups, which is higher in the group of patients (55.62) against (40.65) of 

companions. 

In addition to the aforementioned, at the beginning of the 21st century, the Fund for 

the Maintenance and Development of Basic Education (FUNDEB) was established, 

linking the cost of education to the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of the country, 

through Constitutional Amendment 59, in addition to establishing several programs 

that aimed to: increase the number of vacancies in Higher Education, expand and 

internalize the Federal Institutes of Higher Education (IFES)[14], finance the 

access of the low-income population to Private Higher Education, in addition to the 

institution of quota policies (BRASIL, 2014; CARNEIRO, BRIDI, 2020; CURY, 

2018; MUSSLINER et al., 2021; TREVISOL, MAZZIONI, 2018). Thus, possibly the 

higher level of education of companions may have been due to the greater 

opportunity to access education resulting from educational reforms and 

government programs created after the re-democratization of Brazil. 

Regarding family income, the lowest of them, Class E, was the most found among 

the participants. According to Júlio and Hemais (2019), the economic crises faced 

by Brazil tend to favor the loss of access to health services provided by private 

individuals by the poorest population. In addition, according to Fiocruz (2018), the 

decrease in financial investments in health that occurred in the country may imply a 
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reduction in access to health services by this class. Thus, this population is usually 

dependent only on SUS, and perhaps because of this, it is the class that most 

seeks UNACON-AP services. 

Souza (2019) states that the population with the highest purchasing power tends to 

seek private care, having the greatest access to health care. Furthermore, the 

IBGE (2018) shows that high-complexity services are costly and depend on 

average displacements of 276 km, departing from the North Region. These facts 

suggest the expenditure of high financial resources, which, generally, the E class 

does not have. 

The types of Cancer most found in the sample of this study were those of the 

cervix, breast, stomach and prostate, in decreasing order of frequency. The data 

differ when compared to the estimated incidence of INCA (2019) for 2020 predicted 

for the North Region and for the State of Amapá, as in both, prostate cancer would 

be the most frequent. This finding can be explained by the lower proportion of male 

patients compared to female patients who participated in this study. 

In the female population, neoplasms of the uterine cervix and breast are the most 

frequent, respectively, in this study. Similar to the estimated incidence positions for 

the North region and different from the other regions of Brazil, where breast cancer 

ranks first (INCA, 2019). This predominance of cervical cancer can be attributed to 

the low level of development in the North region in relation to other regions of the 

country (LOUREIRO, 2019), as well as to the early onset of sexual activity 

(average age of 15.9 for the State do Amapá, the smallest in the country) (IBGE, 

2019), which constitutes an important risk factor for the aforementioned neoplasm. 

In relation to male patients, there was a predominance of stomach and prostate 

cancers, in this order, which is reversed when compared to the estimated 

incidence for the North Region and for the State of Amapá (INCA, 2022). This 

relationship differs from a study by Tavares et al. (2020), carried out in the same 
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location as the present study, where, based on the analysis of 320 medical 

records, a higher frequency of prostate cancer was found in male patients. It is 

possible to infer, therefore, taking into account the comparison of the number of 

patients in the two studies, that the present study probably brought a less reliable 

selection of the types of neoplasia in the male population in question. 

Regarding anxiety levels, the results found were similar between patients and 

caregivers, however there was divergence between the two categories when 

assessing the depression scale. Thus, the anxiety category was similar and without 

statistical significance between patients and caregivers. In this sense, comparing 

the study by Ferreira (2016), it was observed that the results of the present study 

differ, as the depression category in patients is higher, and, according to Cordeiro 

et al. (2021), anxiety affects a greater number of companions than patients. Such 

divergence may be a result of the small sample analyzed in the present study; with 

a larger sample, possibly the results would be similar to other studies. 

On the other hand, it is observed that, among the participants with results referring 

to probable depression, the companion category showed higher levels of 

depression and showed significant statistics. Rodrigues (2020) and Cordeiro 

(2021) demonstrated that depression, unlike what was found in this study, is less 

prevalent in companions, as fear and anguish become greater in companions than 

sadness. 

However, Bernardes et al. (2019) and Monteiro et al. (2018) reported that both the 

level of anxiety and depression are higher in caregivers whose respective patients 

have lowered mood. In addition, companions tend to have symptoms of depressed 

mood. In this way, it is possible that companions have more significant degrees of 

depression because they have to make decisions in the face of the disease, 

monitor the patient's finitude and become the person responsible for the patient, 

feeling overwhelmed and dismayed in the face of this function. 
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CONCLUSION 

Cancer is a disease of great importance today, bringing significant impacts on the 

quality of life of patients and those accompanying them in the course of treatment 

of this disease. In this sense, it is essential to know the repercussions that this 

pathology entails in the context of the individuality of each patient and also the 

recognition of the peculiarities with which it presents itself in each region so that, in 

this way, the most appropriate strategies of confrontation. 

In our study, we found results similar to those expected for the region in terms of 

the studied variables (gender, age group, income, most frequent cancers), with due 

reservations made, following a trend comparable to countries with low 

socioeconomic development. Thus, there is a need to reinforce public policies 

aimed mainly at men's health, in their earlier access to health services, as well as 

women's access to cervical cancer screening programs, taking into account for 

timely detection and treatment when needed. 

When comparing the patient and companion categories, we found that companions 

had higher levels of education, supposedly due to their greater access to 

education, as a result of educational reforms and government programs created 

after Brazil's re-democratization. In addition, there was an absolute predominance 

of class E participants in our sample, correlated with greater dependence on the 

SUS. 

Finally, when the HADS was applied, there was statistical significance between the 

groups evaluated for the depression category, but not for anxiety, demonstrating 

higher levels of depression among companions when compared to patients. Such 

results differed from the analyzed literature, being possible hypotheses, the 

overload of responsibility on those who accompany the UNACON-AP patient in 

relation to the other studied populations or the small sample size, demonstrating 

the need for more robust future studies to elucidate the situation. 
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13. Fundo Nacional da Educação Fundamental (FUNDEF). 
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