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Currently 2 million people living 
with or beyond cancer in England
250,000 people being diagnosed with cancer each year
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Consequences:

Research Questions: 
How and why people affected by cancer use the internet? 
What are the implications for self-care??

UK policy supports the shift to supporting 
self-management emphasising the individual’s role in 
care and treatment decisions to promote optimal health 
and wellbeing. 

Many people affected by cancer use a wide range of 
self-management resources, including the internet. 
The internet is the largest information resource 
providing a wealth of knowledge to people 
affected by cancer. 

CINAHL, MEDLINE, PsycINFO, 
Google Scholar

‘cancer patients’ ‘cancer survivors’
AND

‘internet’, ‘world wide web’
‘social media’, ‘blogs’

AND
‘consumer health information’

‘health information’
‘information seeking behaviour’

‘empowerment’
‘decision making’

‘support’

Records after duplicates removed
n = 354

Studies included: 12

Records excluded during 
title and abstract sift

n = 247

Full-text articles excluded
n = 95

No cancer patients (12)
Not focused on internet use (69)

Not-peer reviewed (1)
Letters/commentaries/reviews

etc (13)

8 Qualitative + 4 Quantitative
3 Interviews

2 Analysis of online forum
2 Open-ended questions on questionnaire

1 Interviews and participant observation

2 Surveys
2 Questionnaires

Participants had various cancer diagnoses including: brain, breast, 
gastrointestinal, gynaecologic, head and neck, hematologic, leukaemia, 

lung, lymphoma, prostate, skin, testicular and thyroid.   
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The results indicate people affected by cancer use the internet to seek information, support and 
because of its practicality. These findings highlight the lack of information being provided in 
encounters with health professionals and the isolation that cancer patients feel. Literature 
suggests that the internet plays a large role in the experience of cancer and this must be 

acknowledged by the healthcare community. With the use of the internet continuing to grow, 
more emphasis will be placed on the internet as a self-management resource and health 
professionals must take action to promote equal access to online materials and improve 

education on web quality. 

‘anonymous’‘easy’‘convenient’

* Treatment options
* Complementary and alternative medicine
* Symptom management
* Latest research
* Current clinical trials

Cancer patients felt their information needs
were not always met by health professionals,
so used the internet to search for information on:

Online support groups were used for:
* Social interactions with peers
* Seeking advice and information from peers
There were various reasons for why people 
affected by cancer used these groups: 

‘regain control’

‘do not want to burden family’

‘less isolated’

Participants used the internet for a variety of 
practical reasons, including: 
* Changing appointments
* Ordering prescriptions
* Downloading leaflets
* Looking at hospital maps
* Communicating with health professionals

‘only other cancer patients would understand’

‘validate emotions’ ‘talk about experiences’
‘express feelings’‘emotional support’

* Lack of IT skills
* No access
* Cost
* Overwhelmed by information
* Concerns over quality
* Lack of awareness of information
* Wary about privacy
* Did not ‘fit in’ on online groups

Reasons for not using the internet included:

Data Synthesis
Critical interpretive synthesis was
used to integrate study results
and develop a theoretical 
argument,by:
* Identifying article concepts
* Quality appraisal
* Translating findings
* Developing an argument

12 Studies:


