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I nearly made it to being 
five years cancer free – until 
December 2016. After having an 
accidental fall in the bathroom, 
followed by a trip to the local 
emergency department, some 
suspicious lesions on my spine 
were found. 

Two days later it was confirmed 
by my oncologist that my cancer 
had returned and this time it had 
found a new home – in my bones. 
In an instant I was transported 
from the early breast cancer to 
the metastatic cancer world. 

I was overwhelmed, with mixed 
feelings of shock, but also of 
calm and acceptance, as in 2012 
I was told I had about 20 per 
cent chance of survival over five 
years due to my aggressive triple 
positive cancer.

I am now nine months into  
my treatment.

My everyday has been made 
easier with the support of  
my very caring husband and  
my wonderful family and  
close friends. 

Not to be underestimated, 
unexpected kindnesses from 
new friends made along the way, 
health care professionals, my GP 
and my local community have 
also helped me immensely.

Other things that have helped me 
are going for regular walks, eating 
well, gardening, spending time 
with positive people, connecting 
with those who are in similar 
situations, BCNA’s Hope & Hurdles 
kit and the newly developed 
resources for Chinese people. 

Holidays are great too – our 
favourite getaway destination is 
Lord Howe Island!

Breast cancer has its own 
challenges, but being an 
Australian-born Chinese, I also 
have to deal with cross-cultural 
differences between my Chinese 
friends, community, family 
and friends of a non-Chinese 
background.

Food is medicine in Chinese 
culture so my vegan diet is not 
recommended or supported. 
Mum is still trying to sneak meat 
products into my meals to help 
increase my energy and vitality! 

On the contrary, many new 
Western culture studies and 
texts suggest a diet that is low 
in animal products and more 
plant-based increases health and 
reduces cancer risk.

Rest and exercise is another area 
of difference I have experienced. 
On one end of the scale, I am 
admired by my non-Chinese 
friends with my regular exercise, 
joy of running and active lifestyle. 

However, traditional Chinese 
family and friends tell me to 
slow down and rest more to 
save energy so my body can 
recuperate (mostly the older 
Chinese community). They 
believe running causes damage 
to my body. This occasionally 
leads me to have decreased 
confidence and increased 
dilemmas with my decisions on 
my day-to-day activities.

There is also shame attached to 
illness from the perspective of 
Chinese people, especially from 
the older generation. They tend 
to deal with disease and illness 
privately. They don’t want to air 
their ‘sick’ dirty laundry. 

Revealing illness is seen to make 
one weak and vulnerable and to 
be avoided at all costs. This belief 
prevents open discussions about 
cancer. This also makes me more 
hesitant to share information 
with them. 

In general, Chinese people 
show support practically like 
cooking and doing tasks, rather 

than emotionally – it’s a cultural 
thing. Due to this, I usually turn 
to my non-Chinese friends for 
emotional support.

Personally, I want to say there is 
nothing shameful about cancer. 
I do wish that I didn’t have it, 
but now that I do, I want to be 
honest and share my experience 
to help others. I feel this 
destigmatises the shame and can 
be empowering for many others 
in the same ‘cancer boat’. I also 
believe that being open creates 
reassurance, comfort, support 
and, ultimately, hope.

At the end of the day, you can’t 
please everyone, so I follow my 
heart and work collaboratively 
with my health care team, while 
trying to steer my way through 
treatments. Right now, I am 
focused on living a meaningful 
life filled with quality time with 
my close ones.

Having a cancer diagnosis should 
not stop one from living fully, 
purposefully or passionately. I am 
thankful for every day that I wake 
up to. I choose to embrace life 
and make the most out of it, as 
every single moment is precious.

Cat, NSW

Cross-cultural challenges of metastatic cancer

Cat on Lord Howe Island
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There has been great progress 
in the field of immunotherapy 
in recent years, with drugs 
such as Keytruda providing 
significant survival benefits to 
some people with advanced 
cancers. The Inside Story 
spoke with Associate Professor 
Sherene Loi, Medical Oncologist 
and Head of the Translational 
Breast Cancer Genomics and 
Therapeutics Laboratory at 
Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre 
in Melbourne, about the  
role of immunotherapy in 
breast cancer.

What is immunotherapy?

The body’s immune system plays 
an important role in protecting 
us against cancer. We all have lots 
of cells in our bodies that mutate 
and have the potential to become 
cancer – the immune system 
eliminates those cells. In some 
people, however, the mutated 
cells can eventually outwit the 
immune system and develop  
into cancer. 

Cancer turns off the immune 
system, stopping it from 
killing the mutated cells. 
Immunotherapy drugs work by 
reactivating the immune system 
to fight the cancer cells.  

Does immunotherapy look 
promising for breast cancer?

Yes, certainly, and in fact many 
people do not realise we have 
been using an immunotherapy 
drug in breast cancer for many 
years – Herceptin (trastuzumab). 
Herceptin works by targeting the 
tumour but it also activates the 
immune system.

It appears that immunotherapy 
is going to be most effective in 
some of the more aggressive 
types of breast cancer – triple 
negative and HER2-positive. 

Are there clinical trials in  
breast cancer?

Until recently, there have not 
been a lot of immunotherapy 
trials in breast cancer because 
(1) there are already a lot of 
effective treatments for breast 
cancer and (2) breast cancer 
hasn’t traditionally been a type 
of cancer that has been thought 
to be modulated by the immune 
system. 

Now, however, there are a lot 
of trials underway, including 
in Australia. Drugs such as 
Keytruda (pembrolizumab), 
Opdivo (nivolumab) and 
Tecentriq (atezolizumab) are 
all being trialled in Australia. 

The trials are mainly in triple 
negative metastatic breast 
cancer. However, there is a HER2-
positive trial that is now closed to 
recruitment. We expect another 
HER2 trial to open next year.

In breast cancer, immunotherapy 
is generally given in combination 
with chemotherapy. Trials are 
looking at which combinations 
will give the best outcomes.

We have given Keytruda 
(pembrolizumab) on its own 
to women who have a type 
of cancer where it has been 
shown to work. When it works 
it’s fantastic and it means those 
women have a very good quality 
of life, without the side effects of 
chemotherapy. 

There is a lot of excitement 
because we are seeing some 
long-term responses with 
immunotherapy in clinical trials. 
My team has conducted some 
of the first breast cancer trials in 
Australia and we have patients 
who are two years down the 
track who are perfectly fine. That 
is very exciting for people with 
advanced breast cancer. What we 
need to work out now is how to 
make more patients respond.

Are the trials open to men with 
metastatic breast cancer?

Yes, the trials are open to men 
who have triple negative or HER2-
positive disease. 

What is your recommendation 
for people interested in 
immunotherapy?

Early breast cancer is very curable, 
so we don’t talk to people 
with early stage disease about 
immunotherapy.

For people with advanced 
disease, particularly triple 
negative disease, the best time 
to have immunotherapy is when 
you are first diagnosed. This is 
because immunotherapy works 
best in people who have not had 
a lot of treatment and who do not 
have a lot of disease.

If you have been newly 
diagnosed with metastatic triple 
negative or HER2-positive breast 
cancer, I would encourage you 
to talk to your clinician about 
participating in a clinical trial. 
There are many centres across 
the country now offering 
immunotherapy trials, although 
these are mainly in the major 
centres. If you live in a regional 
or rural area, talk to your doctor 
about your options to join a trial. 

If you can’t get onto a trial, you 
can pay for immunotherapy, but 
it is very expensive – between 
$5,000 and $7,500 every three to 
six weeks. 

Immunotherapy is not the answer 
for everyone, but when it works it 
is really good for patients. We are 
really trying hard in our research 
to work out how to make it work 
for everyone.

Ask the Expert: Immunotherapy

BCNA is developing a metastatic 
breast cancer ‘hub’ on our website 
for people with metastatic breast 
cancer, their family members 
and friends. We would love to 
share your stories of living with 
metastatic breast cancer. 

If you have something you would 
like to share with others – your 

Share your story with us
challenges, joys, struggles or 
perhaps things you have learnt 
along the way – we would love to 
hear from you. We may use your 
story on the website and/or in 
The Inside Story. 

If you would like to share your 
story but don’t have the time or 
confidence to write it, we can 

help you by writing it for you. 

If you would like to be involved, 
email policy@bcna.org.au with 
your written story or a request for 
someone to call you to talk about 
how best to share your story. We’d 
also love a high-resolution photo 
we can publish with your story.
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and psychological challenges 
of metastatic breast cancer, 
and continue to live as well as 
possible. The women range in 
age from 39 to 61 years. 

For some, metastatic breast 
cancer was their first cancer 
diagnosis, others have been 
treated for early breast cancer 
then experienced a recurrence of 
the disease. 

The videos were developed 
in partnership with Healthily, 
a Melbourne-based health 
promotion company specialising 
in patient and carer storytelling 
and can be viewed on our 
website, bcna.org.au.   

Palliative care helps people live as 
fully and comfortably as possible 
when living with a serious illness 
that cannot be cured, such as 
metastatic breast cancer. It is a 
family-centred model of care, 
helping family and friends as well 
as the person who is unwell. 

Palliative care specialists can help 
you manage physical symptoms, 
such as pain, as well as emotional, 
spiritual and social concerns. 
Palliative care is based on your 
individual needs and will be 
different for every person.

The Australian Government is 
developing a National Palliative 
Care Strategy to guide planning 
for palliative care services in the 
future. A draft of the strategy was 
released for public consultation. 
BCNA attended public 

consultations in Melbourne and 
Sydney and provided feedback 
on the strategy. The strategy 
includes the following principles: 

•	 Palliative care is person-
centred care.

•	 Death is a part of life.

•	 Palliative care is for people 
living with terminal illness and 
their carers.

•	 Care should be equitable.

•	 Services should be integrated 
across the wider service 
system. 

•	 Care should be high quality 
and evidence based. 

If you are interested in 
considering palliative care 
services, you may like to use 
an online tool that BCNA and 
Palliative Care Australia have 

developed to help people live 
well with metastatic breast 
cancer. This tool is for people 
living with metastatic disease 
and their friends and family and 
asks you a range of questions 
so that you can be directed to 
information and resources that 
might be helpful. Visit BCNA’s 
website, bcna.org.au.

Assisted dying 
legislation
You may be aware that legislation 
to legalise voluntary assisted 
dying for people with a terminal 
illness has been introduced in a 
number of Australian states.

In BCNA’s 2017 Member Survey, 
we asked our members if 
they supported voluntary and 
medically assisted euthanasia. 

National Palliative Care Strategy
Of the 9,351 people who had an 
opinion on assisted dying, 83 per 
cent support this legislation.  

BCNA understands that assisted 
dying for terminally ill people is 
a very sensitive topic. We are not 
taking a position either in favour 
or against, but we have shared 
the findings of our Member 
Survey on our website and with 
politicians and others with a 
particular interest in the issue. 

In line with our long history of 
working to empower women 
to make their voices heard on 
issues that matter to them, we 
encourage you to contact your 
local Member of Parliament if 
you feel strongly about voluntary 
assisted dying. 

We have expanded our suite of 
resources for people affected 
by metastatic breast cancer 
with a new series of videos 
now available on our website. 
The videos were launched 
on Metastatic Breast Cancer 
Awareness Day (13 October). 

The videos provide information 
and support to people affected 
by metastatic breast cancer, 
including family members and 
friends. Four BCNA members 
share their thoughts and feelings 
about the time of diagnosis, tips 
about what they found helpful 
and what they wished they had 
known at that time. 

The women provide a personal 
account of how they deal with 
the emotional, practical, physical 

Research undertaken by BCNA 
has found that women from 
culturally and linguistically 
diverse backgrounds face 
additional challenges when 
diagnosed with breast cancer. 
This is particularly so for women 
diagnosed with metastatic breast 
cancer.

To help support these women, 
BCNA has developed new 
information about metastatic 
breast cancer in Greek and 
Chinese. The resources are 
available on BCNA’s website, 
bcna.org.au, and include:

•	 bilingual booklets in Greek, 
Traditional Chinese and 
Simplified Chinese

•	 audio resources in Greek, 
Mandarin and Cantonese

•	 videos of women sharing their 
stories in Greek and Cantonese. 

BCNA consulted with women 
from Greek and Chinese-speaking 
backgrounds in developing these 
resources.

For more information please 
contact BCNA’s Helpline on 
1800 500 258. If you require a 
translation service, please  
call the National Translating  
and Interpreting Service (TIS 
National) 13 14 50.

This project is a Cancer Australia 
Supporting people with cancer 
Grant initiative, funded by the 
Australian Government.

New videos provide support New resources for Greek  
and Chinese women 
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My name is Brenda and I live in 
Albury, New South Wales, with 
my husband Andrew. 

I have three children – Steven (24) 
lives in Melbourne, Nikki (20) is at 
university in Wagga, and Josh (18) 
is completing his HSC. 

I was diagnosed with metastatic 
breast cancer in April 2015 as my 
first diagnosis. 

When I was told that I had breast 
cancer, I knew that there were a 
lot of options open for me to deal 
with this. It was a shock, but at 
the time I didn’t think it was life 
threatening. 

Then three days later, after more 
tests, I was told that it had spread 
to my liver. That was the moment 
that I felt I lost control of my life. 

Being told that there was no cure 
was the hardest thing to come to 
terms with. It took me quite a few 
weeks to process what this meant 
for me and my family. 

As this was so overwhelming, 
Andrew and I decided to go 
to our favourite spa resort in 
Mulwala for the weekend to 
try to grasp onto some kind of 
understanding and figure out 
where to go from here. My initial 
thought at the time was that 
I was going to get sick almost 
immediately and that I had to get 
all my affairs in order.

I began intensive research to gain 
as much knowledge as I could 
through websites, books, breast 
care nurses, doctors and anyone 
who would listen, so I could 
piece together everyone’s advice 
and find an answer to all my 
questions. I realise now that there 

is no true answer – but there is 
hope. This hope dawned on me 
very slowly and there are still 
times when I lose it.

I have travelled to both 
Melbourne and Sydney on several 
occasions to attend BCNA’s 
metastatic breast cancer forums. 

At first, I attended with the hope 
of gaining information and 
knowledge on my condition. 
I also wanted to connect with 
others going through a similar 
experience. 

During these forums I have met 
some amazing people and learnt 
about how to cope with all the 
issues that living with a chronic 
illness entails. 

Listening to all the different 
speakers gave me hope and 
the strength to continue my 
journey the best way that I can. It 
taught me how to overcome the 
obstacles put in front of me on a 
daily basis. 

The forums have shown me the 
importance of living well for as 
long as I can and where to go for 
help when needed.

I started treatment almost 
immediately. For six months I 
went to chemo once a week, with 
every fourth week off to give my 
body a rest. During this time I 
went back to work part-time to 
bring back as much ‘normal’ as I 
could to my life. 

As my medical team made most 
of the decisions regarding my 
health and the best treatments 
for me, I decided to become 
proactive to gain as much power 
as I could in other areas of my life. 

I began to make short-term goals 
and long-term goals so I would 
have some positive things to 
focus on and look forward to. I 
learnt how to be kind to myself 
and gave myself permission to 
do things that I’ve always wanted 
to do. 

I completely changed the way I 
thought about life. I learnt how 
to meditate to help me with my 
anxiety and joined a wonderful 
support group, which helped me 
gain control back into my life. 

After six months of being on 
chemo, going bald and losing 
a lot of confidence, the doctors 
decided that I needed to take 
anti-hormonal tablets to stop the 
cancer from growing. This lasted 
for 15 months before the cancer 
began to grow again. 

I was then advised to change 
treatment to another anti-
hormonal tablet to see if the 
cancer would decrease, or at the 

very least, stop growing further.  
I have come to the realisation 
that this is my life. I have 
accepted the fact that I will be on 
continuous treatment, but I will 
not stop living.

I have been lucky enough to have 
joined the Brave Hearts dragon 
boat club, where I started to 
learn how to paddle. This club 
has been my lifeline, as I am now 
training with them to compete in 
regattas all over Australia. I hope 
to go overseas as well. 

Cancer has taken me by surprise, 
but it cannot stop me from living 
as well as I can for as long as I can. 
My favourite saying is ‘Life is not 
about waiting for the storm to 
pass, but learning how to dance 
in the rain’. 

I am lucky that I have a lot of 
support and with my family by 
my side I know that I can deal 
with whatever challenges come 
my way.

Brenda, NSW

Learning how to dance in the rain

Brenda


