
Understanding  
the Cost of 

Breast Cancer
In Their Words: Cancer Costs
The following are direct quotes from women 
experiencing the �nancial hardship of cancer.

While fears about the emotional and physical impact of cancer on our lives are common, 
we have few ĝrst hand reports about the daunting ĝnancial burden brought on by cancer. 
Research from the Ontario Breast Cancer Community Research Initiative (OBC CRI) indicates 
that some individuals with cancer are not only ĝghting their disease but they are also 
overwhelmed by unanticipated expenses associated with their cancer treatment. 

The OBC CRI researchers interviewed 381 women with breast cancer from four separate 
project groups đ lower-income; young (45 years of age or less); lesbian; and rural đ to 
uncover just what these women had experienced. What do they worry about most?  
The result was an up close and personal view of the immediate concerns these women 
share combined with their insights about the resources they need.

Problems identi�ed

Unanticipated costs an unwelcome surprise
 ĖA common theme throughout our research projects is that cancer costs are an unexpected and 
unwelcome surprise for many women,ė says Judy Gould, Initiative Director of the OBC CRI. 
ĖFinancial hardship makes the burden of treatment even heavier to deal with.ė

Gould cites these examples: the cost of transportation to and from treatment, along with parking, 
accommodation and child care, not to mention lost wages. Rural women have to contend with 
paying more for accommodation and travel in order to receive cancer treatments in urban centres.

ĖThe price of supportive care treatment drugs, and prosthetics, can also be overwhelming. Most of 
these expenses are non-reimbursable đ especially if women do not have private insurance beneĝts,ė 
adds Gould. Those without private insurance were often shocked to learn just how much anti-
nausea drugs cost. They simply could not afford them. 

ĖThese women continue to work when they are sick and fatigued or have to rely on friends and 
family to help them meet expenses.ė 

�I personally had a problem in that the breast 
incision remained open during six months. This 
means that during six months, there had to be 
packing put in it and all that. I can tell you it 
cost me approximately $800 in bandages and 
that�s not reimbursed because it�s off-the-shelf.�

�So you�re not anticipating that there�s  
[anti-nausea] drugs out there that cost $100-a-pill, 
you know?�

�I had no money for childcare. The kids had to 
go away for two-week periods with my mother-
in-law, and the youngest child had to go to a 
different kindergarten during those periods.�

�What am I going to feed my kids? I have 30 
days to feed them, and I have enough money 
for 10, so there�s going to be 20 days when 
I�m not going to eat.�

�There were times (during my cancer 
treatment) that I was (at work) that I shouldn�t 
have been here�times that I couldn�t even 
walk from my desk to the computer which 
was about three feet.� [Did you have a choice 
not to work?] �Financially, no.�

{ {ĖMy ĝrst question when told I had cancer: 
How will I pay the rent?ė

Low awareness of �nancial impact Work concerns
Even though we have universal health care, the 
public does not realize the �nancial burden of 
cancer � especially for women who are already 
marginalized

Women with cancer (particularly those without a 
partner and/or those who are self-employed) worry 
about taking time off from work during and after 
treatment to cope with the side effects 

Unexpected additional costs Insurance and health care system 
dif�culties

Women with cancer cannot afford anti-nausea 
drugs, dispensing fees, transportation and 
parking fees, child-care and house-cleaning

Women with cancer had dif�culties negotiating 
unwieldy application processes and eligibility 
criteria for public and private insurance systems




