
                                                                                                                International Journal of Health Sciences and Research 

                      Vol.14; Issue: 1; January 2024 

                                                                                                                                                                  Website: www.ijhsr.org 

Review Article                                                                                                                                                     ISSN: 2249-9571 

 

                                  International Journal of Health Sciences and Research (www.ijhsr.org)  179 

Volume 14; Issue: 1; January 2024 

Silent Struggles: Mental Health Barriers in Men 

Facing Cancer 
 

Mithesh M1, Dr Praveen K Sheelam2 

 
1Psychologist, Psycho-social Department, Solis Health, 5/8, Brunton Cross Rd, off Magrath Road, Craig Park 

Layout, Ashok Nagar, Bengaluru, Karnataka 560025. 
2Director - Medical Services, Solis Health, Solis Health, 5/8, Brunton Cross Rd, off Magrath Road, Craig Park 

Layout, Ashok Nagar, Bengaluru, Karnataka 560025. 
 

Corresponding Author: Mithesh M 
 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.52403/ijhsr.20240122 

 
 

ABSTRACT  

 

Amidst the multifaceted landscape of cancer, the often-overlooked psychological struggles of male 

cancer patients stand as a focal point of this research. Exploring the intricate emotional terrain, this 

study sheds light on the profound mental health adversities experienced by men facing cancer 

diagnoses. Anxiety, depression, and existential crises emerge as testaments to the complex emotional 

challenges, overshadowed by societal expectations and stigmas surrounding masculinity and 

vulnerability. This investigation unravels barriers hindering male cancer patients from seeking crucial 

psychological support, encompassing societal norms, limited awareness, and communication 

challenges. 

Addressing these complexities necessitates a comprehensive approach, calling for shifts in societal 

perceptions, normalization of mental health conversations, and seamless integration of psychological 

support within healthcare systems. Strategies proposed encompass enhancing mental health literacy, 

fostering open dialogues, ensuring access to mental health services, and advocating for systemic 

reforms. 

The research underscores the urgent need for societal reforms that empower male cancer patients to 

seek mental health support without fear of judgment or societal repercussions. Future actions advocate 

for open dialogues, technological advancements, and policy changes to ensure equitable access to 

holistic care, prioritizing the psychological well-being of male cancer patients within the cancer care 

continuum. 

 

Key Words: Male Cancer Patients, Psychological Struggles, Societal Expectations, Mental Health 
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INTRODUCTION  

Cancer, a formidable adversary, presents a 

multifaceted challenge not limited to the 

physical realm but encompassing intricate 

emotional and mental battles. Within this 

landscape, the psychological struggles 

endured by male cancer patients often dwell 

in the shadows, overshadowed by the 

predominant focus on medical interventions. 

However, empirical evidence underscores a 

profound spectrum of mental health 

adversities experienced by men confronting 

cancer diagnoses. Anxiety, depression, 

existential crises, and the impact of treatment 

side effects stand as testaments to the 

intricate emotional terrain traversed by these 

individuals, underscoring the critical need for 

a deeper understanding and acknowledgment 

of their mental health challenges(1,2). 

Beyond the tangible manifestations of the 

disease, the emotional turmoil experienced 

by male cancer patients deserves recognition 

and exploration. Fear, uncertainty, and a 

profound re-evaluation of self-identity and 
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masculinity often accompany the diagnosis, 

compelling individuals to navigate uncharted 

emotional territories(3,4). This silent 

struggle, often unseen but deeply felt, 

necessitates a holistic approach to cancer 

care - one that integrates psychological 

support alongside medical interventions, 

recognizing the interconnectedness of 

physical and emotional well-being(5). 

The imperative of addressing the mental 

health adversities faced by male cancer 

patients extends far beyond compassionate 

care; it directly impacts treatment outcomes 

and the overall quality of life. Studies 

underscore the intricate relationship between 

mental health and physical recovery, 

indicating that unaddressed psychological 

distress can significantly impede treatment 

adherence, alter prognosis, and shape the 

survivorship experience(6). Moreover, these 

challenges reverberate within familial 

dynamics and social spheres, influencing not 

only the individual but also the broader 

community(7,8). 

However, the path to seeking and receiving 

appropriate mental health support for male 

cancer patients is riddled with complex 

barriers. Societal constructs of masculinity, 

ingrained with notions of stoicism and the 

suppression of vulnerability, act as 

formidable deterrents to open discussions 

about mental health(9). The traditional 

portrayal of masculinity, equating emotional 

expression with weakness, inadvertently 

discourages men from acknowledging and 

seeking help for their psychological 

distress(10). This societal expectation 

becomes a paradoxical impediment, 

constraining men from seeking the very 

support crucial for alleviating their emotional 

struggles(11). 

Additionally, the persistent stigma 

surrounding mental health discussions 

further compounds the challenge, creating an 

environment where seeking help is often 

perceived as a sign of weakness rather than 

an act of strength(12). This stigma, pervasive 

across societal domains, extends beyond the 

individual, influencing healthcare structures 

and societal attitudes, further inhibiting 

candid conversations and impeding access to 

much-needed mental health resources. 

Consequently, male cancer patients grapple 

with an intricate maze where seeking help for 

their emotional well-being is intertwined 

with societal expectations of masculinity and 

strength. To dismantle these barriers, there is 

a pressing need for a societal paradigm shift 

- a collective re-evaluation of the narrative 

around masculinity and mental health. 

Initiatives aimed at destigmatizing mental 

health conversations and redefining societal 

perceptions of strength and vulnerability are 

pivotal in creating an environment where 

male cancer patients feel empowered to seek 

and receive the necessary psychological 

support without fear of judgment or social 

repercussions. 

 

Understanding Challenges 

The diagnosis of cancer marks the onset of an 

emotional labyrinth for male patients, 

transcending the confines of the physical 

realm. This watershed moment introduces a 

whirlwind of emotions—fear, anxiety, and an 

overwhelming uncertainty that reshapes their 

existential landscape. It serves as a catalyst 

for profound introspection, prompting a 

reconsideration of life's priorities, 

aspirations, and the fundamental fabric of 

personal identity(13). However, this 

psychological impact isn't fleeting; it 

resonates throughout the entire spectrum of 

the cancer journey. From enduring the rigors 

of treatment regimens to navigating the 

precarious terrain of survivorship, the 

persistent threat of recurrence intertwined 

with the enduring effects of treatment on 

physical appearance, vitality, and sexual 

function underscores the profound and 

lasting psychological toll(14). Addressing 

these enduring impacts demands sustained 

and comprehensive mental health support. 

Embedded within societal constructs, 

particularly those entwined with masculinity, 

exists a pervasive shadow over the emotional 

landscape of male cancer patients(4). This 

construct often equates emotional 

vulnerability with weakness. From a tender 

age, men are conditioned to suppress feelings 
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of distress, subscribing to the belief that 

expressing vulnerability deviates from the 

stoic, unyielding norms of traditional 

masculinity(15). Consequently, this cultural 

context fosters an environment where 

seeking help is perceived as a departure from 

expected male behaviours(16). The 

intersection of gender and mental health 

further complicates this landscape, creating 

barriers that impede candid discussions and 

hinder male cancer patients from seeking 

crucial support for emotional resilience(17). 

The journey towards seeking mental health 

support for male cancer patients encounters a 

myriad of internal and external impediments. 

Internally, deeply ingrained societal 

expectations shape how men perceive and 

articulate emotions. These norms, reinforced 

by cultural standards and societal pressures, 

dissuade men from acknowledging and 

addressing their emotional struggles 

openly(18). Moreover, the stigma 

enshrouding mental health discussions 

compounds this challenge, creating an 

environment where admitting emotional 

distress seemingly contradicts societal ideals 

of strength and resilience(19). Externally, 

systemic barriers within healthcare systems 

add layers of complexity. Inadequate 

integration of mental health services within 

cancer care, limited accessibility to 

specialized care, and insufficient emphasis 

on psychological support within cancer care 

protocols collectively pose substantial 

hurdles. These cumulative barriers, 

comprising both internalized societal 

expectations and systemic deficiencies 

within healthcare, present formidable 

obstacles, impeding male cancer patients 

from accessing the crucial psychological 

support essential for navigating the 

multifaceted challenges imposed by 

cancer(20). 

This intricate interplay between societal 

expectations, internalized beliefs, and 

systemic shortcomings paints a complex 

landscape for male cancer patients, 

entrenching them in a struggle between 

societal norms, individual vulnerabilities, 

and systemic inadequacies. Addressing these 

challenges necessitates a multifaceted 

approach—an evolution of societal norms 

around masculinity, destigmatization of 

mental health discussions, and 

comprehensive reforms within healthcare 

systems to ensure equitable access to holistic 

care encompassing the psychological well-

being of male cancer patients. 

 

Barriers to Seeking Help 

The reluctance to confront mental health 

needs represents a significant barrier for male 

cancer patients navigating their emotional 

well-being. Rooted in societal norms 

dictating unwavering strength and stoicism, 

men grapple with a profound fear of 

appearing vulnerable or weak. This fear 

perpetuates a culture where acknowledging 

emotional distress becomes a daunting 

prospect, contradicting deeply ingrained 

notions of masculinity. Denial, coupled with 

the apprehension of societal judgment, 

inhibits male cancer patients from 

acknowledging their mental health needs. It 

leads to a cycle of silent suffering, hindering 

their willingness to seek help and stifling 

potential avenues for support(21). 

Furthermore, a prevalent obstacle lies in the 

limited awareness and understanding of 

available mental health support services. 

Male cancer patients often find themselves 

navigating a convoluted maze of resources 

without a clear comprehension of the tailored 

support systems addressing their emotional 

needs(22). This lack of awareness stems 

from inadequate dissemination of 

information within healthcare settings or 

broader societal gaps in mental health 

education. Consequently, patients remain 

oblivious to potential avenues for support, 

impeding their ability to access and benefit 

from the available mental health resources 

vital for their well-being(23). 

Moreover, societal expectations ingrained 

within the construct of masculinity influence 

communication patterns and exacerbate the 

barriers to seeking mental health assistance. 

Traditional perceptions dictate a narrative 

wherein emotional expression is deemed a 

deviation from the expected norms of 
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resilience. Men, conditioned to conform to 

these constructs, grapple with 

communicating their emotional distress 

openly. The prevailing societal narrative 

emphasizes self-reliance and autonomy, 

discouraging open discussions about mental 

health struggles(24). This communication 

barrier, coupled with the fear of not meeting 

societal expectations, hinders candid 

conversations about emotional well-being 

and acts as a significant impediment to 

seeking help. 

The intersection of these barriers for male 

cancer patients creates a multifaceted 

landscape where acknowledging mental 

health needs feels at odds with societal 

norms. The fear of appearing weak or 

vulnerable due to societal expectations 

clashes with the innate necessity for support 

during their cancer journey(25). The 

amalgamation of denial, lack of awareness, 

and communication barriers encapsulates the 

challenges faced by male cancer patients 

when seeking essential mental health 

support. 

To overcome these obstacles, a concerted 

effort is necessary. Breaking the stigma 

surrounding mental health discussions and 

redefining societal norms around masculinity 

are crucial steps. Equipping male cancer 

patients with comprehensive information 

about available mental health resources and 

encouraging an open dialogue that 

normalizes emotional expression can 

facilitate more accessible and effective 

mental health support systems tailored to 

their needs(26). 

In conclusion, recognizing and addressing 

the barriers hindering male cancer patients 

from seeking mental health support is pivotal 

in ensuring holistic care. By dismantling 

societal constructs, enhancing awareness, 

and fostering open communication, we can 

pave the way for an environment where 

seeking help for mental health concerns 

becomes an empowered and normalized 

aspect of the cancer journey for men 

 

 

 

Strategies for Overcoming Barriers 

Mental health literacy plays a pivotal role in 

enhancing the well-being of male cancer 

patients undergoing treatment. Promoting 

mental health literacy involves fostering a 

comprehensive understanding of prevalent 

psychological issues among male cancer 

patients. This includes raising awareness 

about common conditions such as anxiety, 

depression and the impact of cancer 

diagnosis on mental health(27). By 

elucidating these challenges through 

accessible and tailored educational materials, 

individuals are equipped with the knowledge 

to recognize symptoms and seek timely 

support. 

Effective dissemination of information 

through diverse mediums, encompassing 

print and digital resources, forms the 

cornerstone of promoting mental health 

literacy. Educational materials should be 

thoughtfully curated to outline coping 

mechanisms, debunk myths surrounding 

mental health and emphasize the importance 

of seeking support. These resources not only 

inform patients about available mental health 

services but also guide them on how to access 

and utilize these resources effectively. 

Integrating mental health discussions 

seamlessly into routine healthcare 

appointments is crucial. Normalizing 

conversations about emotional well-being 

within healthcare settings encourages 

proactive engagement(28). It prompts 

patients to view mental health as an integral 

part of their overall care, facilitating early 

identification and intervention for any 

emerging concerns(29). By promoting 

mental health literacy through tailored 

education, resource accessibility, and 

seamless integration into healthcare 

practices, male cancer patients are 

empowered to navigate their cancer journey 

while prioritizing their mental well-

being(30). 

Creating an environment conducive to open 

dialogue and establishing supportive 

networks is instrumental in addressing the 

mental health needs of male cancer patients. 

Encouraging open dialogue entails creating 
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safe spaces where patients feel empowered to 

express their emotions, fears and 

uncertainties without fear of judgment(31). 

Healthcare providers, caregivers and support 

groups play pivotal roles in fostering this 

environment. Offering opportunities for 

patients to voice their concerns and actively 

listening to their experiences fosters a sense 

of validation and support. 

Establishing and nurturing supportive 

networks is essential for individuals 

grappling with the challenges of cancer 

treatment. Support groups, both in-person 

and online, provide invaluable platforms for 

sharing experiences, offering mutual 

understanding and learning coping strategies 

from peers facing similar journeys. These 

networks not only offer emotional support 

but also provide practical guidance and 

resources, alleviating feelings of isolation 

often associated with a cancer diagnosis(32). 

Healthcare providers serve as key facilitators 

in promoting open dialogue and guiding 

patients toward supportive networks. 

Initiating discussions about mental health 

during consultations normalizes the 

conversation, signalling to patients that their 

emotional well-being is an integral part of 

their overall care(33). Additionally, 

healthcare professionals can provide 

referrals to support groups or mental health 

services, reinforcing the importance of 

seeking additional support beyond clinical 

treatments(34).  

The power of shared experiences cannot be 

overstated. Encouraging individuals who 

have successfully navigated similar 

challenges to share their stories can inspire 

hope and resilience among patients. These 

narratives not only offer a sense of solidarity 

but also provide practical insights into coping 

mechanisms and strategies that have proven 

effective. 

By fostering open communication, nurturing 

supportive networks, leveraging the 

guidance of healthcare professionals, and 

harnessing the strength of shared 

experiences, male cancer patients are 

empowered to navigate their mental health 

challenges with resilience and a sense of 

community support(35). 

Ensuring seamless access to mental health 

support services is paramount in addressing 

the holistic needs of male cancer patients. 

Enhancing access begins with identifying 

and addressing the barriers that impede 

individuals from seeking and receiving 

mental health support. These barriers may 

include stigma, lack of awareness about 

available services, financial constraints, 

geographical limitations or cultural 

perceptions(36). Tailoring interventions to 

mitigate these barriers is critical. For 

instance, implementing telehealth options 

can overcome geographical constraints, 

while education campaigns can help 

dismantle stigma and raise awareness(37). 

Integrating mental health support seamlessly 

within the existing healthcare framework is 

pivotal. This involves collaboration between 

mental health professionals and oncology 

teams to ensure that mental health 

screenings, assessments and support services 

are incorporated into routine cancer care. By 

embedding these services within the 

healthcare system, patients are more likely to 

receive timely and continuous support(38). 

Leveraging technological advancements can 

significantly enhance access to mental health 

resources. Digital platforms, mobile 

applications and online support communities 

offer convenient avenues for patients to 

access information, counselling and peer 

support. These tools not only bridge 

geographical gaps but also cater to diverse 

preferences and needs(39). 

Forming partnerships with community 

organizations and support networks can aid 

in navigating patients toward appropriate 

mental health resources(36). Establishing 

resource navigation programs or dedicated 

personnel who guide patients through 

available support services can alleviate the 

burden of seeking assistance independently. 

These partnerships also facilitate a 

continuum of care beyond medical 

treatments. 

Financial barriers often restrict access to 

mental health services. Implementing 
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policies that improve insurance coverage for 

mental health care or offering subsidized or 

free services can alleviate this burden(40). 

Additionally, advocating for financial 

assistance programs or grants specifically 

designed to support mental health needs 

within the cancer community is crucial. By 

systematically addressing barriers, 

integrating mental health services into 

healthcare systems, leveraging technology, 

fostering community partnerships and 

advocating for financial accessibility, the aim 

is to create a supportive ecosystem where 

male cancer patients can readily access the 

mental health support, they require 

throughout their cancer journey(41). 

 

DISCUSSION 

The identified barriers faced by male cancer 

patients in seeking mental health support 

encompass a complex interplay of societal 

norms and systemic challenges. Societal 

constructs of masculinity, which promote 

stoicism and suppress emotional 

vulnerability, create significant barriers. 

These constructs condition men to perceive 

seeking help as a departure from expected 

behaviour, hindering candid discussions 

about mental health(42). Additionally, the 

persistent stigma surrounding mental health 

discussions exacerbates the challenges, 

making seeking help appear as a sign of 

weakness rather than strength. 

Conversely, various strategies have been 

proposed to address these barriers 

comprehensively. Initiatives aimed at 

destigmatizing mental health conversations 

and redefining societal perceptions of 

strength and vulnerability are crucial. 

Equipping male cancer patients with 

comprehensive information about available 

mental health resources and fostering an 

environment where emotional expression is 

normalized can significantly enhance their 

willingness to seek essential mental health 

support(43). 

Navigating the emotional landscape post-

cancer diagnosis is a multifaceted journey. 

Fear, uncertainty, and a profound re-

evaluation of identity often accompany the 

diagnosis, leading to an ongoing emotional 

struggle. Integrating psychological support 

within cancer care protocols is essential to 

address the enduring impacts of these 

challenges. The synthesis involves 

recognizing the persistent and lasting 

psychological toll that extends throughout 

the cancer journey, from treatment regimens 

to survivorship. 

Empowering male cancer patients to seek 

and receive mental health support involves 

breaking down communication barriers, 

dispelling societal expectations, and 

enhancing awareness of available 

resources(44). By acknowledging the 

enduring emotional impact and integrating 

mental health support seamlessly into cancer 

care, the synthesis aims to facilitate a 

comprehensive approach to addressing these 

challenges. 

The impact of unaddressed mental health 

challenges among male cancer patients 

extends beyond individual well-being, 

resonating within familial dynamics and 

broader societal spheres. Studies underscore 

the intricate relationship between mental 

health and physical recovery, indicating that 

unaddressed psychological distress can 

significantly impede treatment adherence 

and alter prognosis(45). Moreover, societal 

constructs influencing help-seeking 

behaviours contribute to the perpetuation of 

stigma, affecting healthcare structures and 

societal attitudes(46). The exploration of 

societal impact highlights the need for 

systemic reforms to ensure equitable access 

to holistic care encompassing the 

psychological well-being of male cancer 

patients. 

 

CONCLUSION  

The barriers obstructing male cancer patients 

from seeking mental health support are 

deeply entrenched in societal norms and 

systemic limitations. Cultural perceptions of 

masculinity and the prevailing stigma around 

discussing mental health serve as formidable 

hurdles, significantly impeding individuals 

from seeking crucial support during their 

cancer journey. These barriers have a 
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profound impact on emotional well-being, 

creating a complex landscape where 

acknowledging mental health needs feels 

contradictory to societal expectations of 

strength and resilience. 

To effectively dismantle these barriers, a 

paradigm shift is imperative. Initiatives 

focused on destigmatizing mental health 

conversations and normalizing help-seeking 

behaviours are fundamental. Equipping male 

cancer patients with comprehensive 

information about available resources and 

seamlessly integrating mental health support 

into cancer care protocols are essential steps. 

Normalizing emotional expression and 

fostering an environment where seeking help 

is seen as a sign of strength can empower 

individuals to embrace essential mental 

health support without fear of judgment or 

social repercussions. 

Moving forward, the trajectory in enhancing 

mental health support must encompass 

systemic reforms and progressive actions. 

Efforts should emphasize fostering open 

dialogue, leveraging technological 

advancements for wider accessibility, and 

advocating for policy changes that ensure 

equitable access to holistic care. Encouraging 

community-based partnerships and 

implementing policies that enhance mental 

health coverage within the cancer 

community are pivotal steps towards 

comprehensive mental health support. 

In conclusion, addressing the barriers 

hindering male cancer patients from seeking 

mental health support necessitates a 

multifaceted approach. By redefining 

societal norms, fostering awareness, and 

integrating mental health support into cancer 

care, a transformative environment can be 

established where seeking help for mental 

health concerns becomes an empowered and 

normalized aspect of the cancer journey for 
men. 
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