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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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Living well 
I learned that maintaining a good attitude and a good diet are the keys 
to battle with cancers and my illness. I am from the Chinese background 
and we like to make herbal soup that is rich of nutrition value. Otherwise, 
psychosocial health, quality sleep, good diet and attitude to life are also 
important to us.

Life after a diagnosis of metastatic breast cancer is different for everyone. 
Many women worry about the problems with their health in the future, their 
family and money. Some women cope by not thinking too much about the 
future. They concentrate on living for today. You may find simple changes to 
your daily routine or attitude to your illness can help you make the most of the 
things that make you happy.

What can I do if I am a family member or friend?

Some families find it hard to talk about cancer and how they might be feeling. 
They may feel it is best not to tell the person affected she has metastatic 
breast cancer. They may want to protect you from the upset of knowing. 
Keeping secrets is very hard. It can often cause more trouble in the family. 

Family and friends can help by:

• listening carefully about how much you want to say

• providing support and understanding.

There are people who can help you and your family. You may find it helpful to 
speak to a specially trained counsellor or social worker who can support you 
and your family. Ask your doctor or nurse about what is available to you.
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Partners

Being a partner of someone with metastatic breast cancer can be hard. 
Partners may feel depressed, anxious and helpless. They may not know how 
best to help. They may find it difficult to speak about their own feelings and 
fears for the future. Encourage your partner to seek help from the GP or the 
health professionals involved in your care. 

Some partners may also fear they might hurt you if they touch you. If you 
are still sexually active, it is best to speak openly to your partner to avoid 
misunderstandings. If you feel you have lost interest in sex, remember that sex 
is not just about intercourse. You can also show love to your partner through 
touch such as cuddling or massage. It is important to remember sexual 
intercourse will not give cancer to your partner. Cancer is not contagious.

Children

Talking to children about cancer can be difficult, even if they are adults. Many 
women say they want to protect their children from painful information. You 
may also have grandchildren. Young children often feel very frightened when 
they do not understand what is happening. It is important to be as clear and 
honest as you can. Talk to your doctor or social worker about ways to help you 
talk to children and grandchildren about your illness. They can help explain 
your condition to your children and family.

Caring for you

I have mainly been in contact with some members of Chinese Cancer 
Society of Victoria within the community. And we share a lot of similar 
experience, so it is quite easy for us to share freely and reassure one 
another.

Feeling sad

Being worried and feeling sad is a normal reaction 
to having cancer. You may feel good one day and 
sad the next. For most women with metastatic 
breast cancer talking about your emotions can 
help. Talking to someone outside your family can 
also give you comfort. Some women find joining a 
Chinese support group and talking to other women 
with metastatic breast cancer helps. They can find 
information and share their feelings and problems.

If you find the feelings of sadness go on for more 
than a few days, it may be that you are depressed. 
Depression is common in metastatic breast cancer. 
Counselling and/or medication can help you feel 
better. Your doctor or nurse can help you find a 
counsellor who speaks your language.
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Speaking with other Chinese women

Cancer Connect is a program at Cancer Council where you can speak 
to a trained volunteer who has also had breast cancer. Some volunteers 
speak in other languages. If you need an interpreter call 13 14 50 and ask 
about Cancer Connect, or call Cancer Council direct on 13 11 20.

Support groups

• Cancer Council may also know of support groups near you where 
you can go and talk to other people who have metastatic cancer.  
You can also visit BCNA’s website at bcna.org.au to see if there is a 
support group near you.

• Chinese community cancer organisations have support groups, 
counsellors and activities that you may want to join. See page 74.



7

 

 
  
 

•   
 

•   



8

Spirituality

Emotional wellbeing and spirituality are strongly connected. Some Chinese 
people may feel their spiritual life is strongly connected to their church or 
temple. By speaking to pastors or religious leaders some people find meaning 
in their experience and ways to manage negative thoughts. Although your 
pastor may provide you with guidance, it is important to remember to listen to 
your doctor about your illness and its treatment.

Others may pray and find comfort in a relationship with God. Still others find 
meaning and joy in being with family and friends. This can result in positive 
emotions such as peace, gratitude and acceptance. 

Spirituality is different for everyone – there is no right or wrong way to do 
things. Consider what helps you feel peaceful and calm.

Caring for your body

Because we are Chinese, we have different needs as compared to the 
local Australian patients. Diet is one of the main things that we are 
concerned with a lot. It is also important for us to have information about 
exercise and rest. 

Looking after your body with a healthy diet and exercise can help you be at 
your best to manage the disease and treatment.

Diet

Food is important to our quality of life and physical health. Eating a good 
diet can provide you with more energy to enjoy your life. You may hear about 
‘special’ diets for people with cancer. Women with breast cancer do not 
need to follow a special diet or eat particular foods. Eat a healthy balanced 
diet, using the same dietary guidelines (eatforhealth.gov.au) the government 
recommends for all Australian adults.
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Healthy eating tips:

• Eat more vegetables, fruit and legumes (such as lentils and beans) 
each day. Try to eat:

• a variety of different vegetables, the more variety of  
colour the better

• fresh fruit with skins on where possible

• lentils and beans in soups.

• Choose wholegrain grains and cereals

• eat 3–6 serves of wholegrain noodles, rice, pasta or bread a day

• avoid highly processed white varieties

• choose cereals such as porridge or Weet-Bix.

• Eat less fat. You can eat less fat by:

• eating fish and poultry 2–3 times a week

• choosing leaner cuts of meat such as pork medallion, lamb 
cutlet, beef rib eye or premium mince

• eating less fried food (bake, grill or steam food instead)

• avoiding shaki (cow tripe), pigs’ feet (pigs’ trotters), chickens’ 
feet, pigs’ tails, organs, crispy pork and fatty cuts of beef

• trying low fat butter, margarine and milk

• avoiding snacks high in fat such as chips and biscuits

• eating less take-away foods such as burgers or fries.
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• Cut down on sugar and salt:

• Eat less cakes, biscuits, sweet soup, lollies and chocolates.

• Choose foods with no added sugar.

• Avoid fruit juice and soft drinks high in sugar.

• Try not to add sugar to your hot drinks.

• Avoid processed and packaged foods such as packet soups, 
instant noodles, baked beans and canned vegetables.

• Try not to add salt to your meals.

• Limit alcohol:

• Try to avoid alcohol if possible.

• Speak to your doctor about what amount of alcohol is safe to 
have especially if your cancer has spread to your liver.

There are supplements that can add extra energy and/or protein to your 
diet. Speak to your doctor or dietitian about which are best for you. 

You can find more information about a healthy diet in Chinese in the Healthy 
eating and breast cancer book. To order a copy: 

• call CanRevive on (02) 9212 7789 

• visit canrevive.com 

• visit bcna.org.au. 



13

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

•  

  

  

•  

•  

•  



14

Exercise

Even though exercise may be something you do not feel like doing, regular 
gentle exercise can help you cope better and improve your life. Light exercise 
can help reduce the side effects of treatment such as nausea and tiredness, 
improve your health, mood and sleep. Talk to your doctor about what exercise 
is safe for you before you start.

Exercise tips:

• Try gentle exercise such as walking or tai chi.

• Exercising with a friend can be a great time to talk and help keep you 
motivated.

• Swimming or walking in a warm pool can help with joint pain.

Touch therapy

Massage or foot therapy (reflexology) can help with pain, make you feel better 
and improve your life.

To find an oncology massage therapist near you, visit the website 
oncologymassagetraining.com.au and enter your postcode in the ‘Find your 
nearest therapist’ box.

OTIS Foundation

The OTIS Foundation has holiday homes. These are free for people living with 
breast cancer and their family members to stay in for a few days. Each home is 
in a beautiful place. It lets you draw on nature for strength and comfort. Find 
information on the website otisfoundation.org.au or call (03) 5444 1184.

Practical support

I am always open to talk to my social worker about anything and 
everything as she has assisted me to get the best possible welfare 
support in my situation. 

Practical support can help you with money worries. It can help in your home to 
allow you time to do the things you enjoy. 
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Help from the Australian Government

(i) Money

If you have a low income or you are unable to work because you have breast 
cancer you may be able to get payments from Centrelink. There is also 
financial help for older Australians who are retired. Talk to Centrelink or a 
social worker at the hospital where you are being treated as early as possible.

For more information about Centrelink payments visit the website 
humanservices.gov.au. Click on the tab at the top of the page for your 
language or call 13 12 02 to speak to someone in your language.

(ii) Help for the cost of health care 

Medicare is Australia’s health scheme available to all its citizens (and some 
overseas visitors). You can get some health services at little or no cost. 
Medicare can pay for some or all of the cost of:

• GP visits

• tests such as scans or blood tests 

• health care in a public hospital

• medicines. 

Private health insurance

The costs of your treatment will depend on whether you are having your 
treatment in a public or private hospital. If you have private health insurance 
and decide to have your treatment in a private hospital, there may be 
many costs you need to pay for that are not covered by your private health 
insurance or Medicare. These are called your ‘out-of-pocket’ costs. It is best to 
speak to your private health insurance company about what will be covered 
by Medicare and your insurance fund. Your doctor can let you know how much 
treatments can cost and whether you might have to pay any out-of-pocket 
costs.

You can choose to have your treatment in a public hospital even if you have 
private health insurance. You should not have any out-of-pocket costs if you 
are treated in a public hospital.



17

 

 

  

  
 

 

  

•  

•  

•  

•  



18

Help from the government in your state

Travel for treatment

If you live far away from the hospital you may be able to get some money to 
help pay for your travel and accommodation. Ask a social worker or nurse at 
the hospital where you are getting treatment to help you access the Patient 
Assisted Travel Scheme (PATS).

BCNA has a fact sheet in English about payments for travel. 

Community assistance

Your local council may be able to help with house cleaning, transport, 
shopping, meals, gardening and childcare. Ask a social worker or nurse at 
the hospital where you are getting treatment. They may be able to help you 
organise home help or you can call your local council directly.

Cancer Councils in each state and territory have information about how 
you can get help with:

• money

• housing (if you need to travel to a hospital from the country)

• travel 

• home help 

• legal help.

If you need an interpreter, phone 13 14 50 and ask for Cancer Council.  
For help in English call Cancer Council direct on 13 11 20 or see the 
website cancer.org.au.

BCNA also has a fact sheet on superannuation and insurance in English.
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Support for carers

If a family member is helping to care for you, they may be able to get carer 
payments to help your family. For information about financial help and 
support, contact:

• Carers Australia on 1800 242 636. The carer advisory line has information 
and support for people caring for people with illness and disability. Visit 
carersaustralia.com.au.

• Centrelink Multilingual Service on 13 12 02. You may be able to get financial 
help such as a carer payment or concession cards from Centrelink.

Travelling overseas

If you are planning to travel overseas speak to your medical oncologist before 
you make any payments. When travelling overseas make sure you:

• take a letter from your doctor with the medications you are taking 

• have enough medications with you for your whole trip.

Medicare and private health insurance do not provide cover for your health 
costs once you leave Australia. Travel insurance can cover the costs of things 
like lost luggage. It is unlikely you will get travel insurance cover for your 
breast cancer. It is important to speak to a travel agent or a travel insurance 
specialist to find out what is available to you.

BCNA has a travel insurance fact sheet in English for women with metastatic 
breast cancer. 

Employment

If you are still working, you may want to keep working for as long as you can 
because you enjoy your job or because you need the money. It is important to 
talk to your employer about what is available to support you in your job.

Cancer Council has a booklet in English called Cancer, Work & You.  
Call 13 11 20 or visit the website cancer.org.au for a copy.

Tip:

All BCNA fact sheets can be ordered or downloaded from the BCNA 
website bcna.org.au or by calling 1800 500 258.
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Planning ahead
I know my family is already quite realistic about my situation, so their 
reassurance helps me get ready to go through the final process so I don’t 
have to think about the negative side too much. 

Talking about what might happen in the future can be very hard and you may 
feel that this means that there is no hope. This is not true. Telling your health 
care team what is important for you and your family if your disease becomes 
worse makes sure that your wishes are supported. Palliative care teams are 
very experienced in helping patients and their families talk about their goals 
and wishes for care. 

Planning ahead can be difficult, but once your family starts talking about it 
you may find it easier to talk about your wishes. It can also help your family 
feel at peace with decisions they may need to make for you one day. You and 
your family might like to think about stating your wishes in something called 
an advanced care plan. This is important so that the wishes of you and your 
family are known by the doctors caring for you. You or your family can find 
all the information you need about advanced care planning at Advance Care 
Planning Australia. Visit advancecareplanning.org.au.

The Hope & Hurdles Planning Ahead booklet provides more information in 
English. You can order it from the BCNA website bcna.org.au or by calling 
1800 500 258.

Tip:

The Chinese Cancer Society of Victoria has a booklet called  
My Farewell Wishes that can help you and your family start talking  
about how you would like to be treated at the end of your life.  
You can call the Chinese Cancer Society of Victoria for a copy on  
(03) 9898 9575 or visit ccsv.org.au.
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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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