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Abstract 

Cancer is a disease that entails uncontrolled growth and spread of some of the cells in the body, 

which comes with psychological distress and mental health disorders such as depression. 

Patients with advanced cancer experience higher rates of depression compared to those at 

earlier stages. Despite the interventions employed, so far, in reducing depression among 

patients with advanced cancer, the problem of depression remains a serious concern. As a 

result, this study set out to assess the demographic factors associated with depression, among 

patients with advanced cancer, in Nairobi Hospice, Kenya. This study was informed by the 

relational frame theory. The study used descriptive research design, where a sample size of 60 

patients with advanced cancer were selected. The patients were sampled through a purposive 

sampling method. Beck’s Depression Inventory–II was used to classify depression levels of 

patients. In addition, a socio-demographic questionnaire was administered. The research results 

revealed that the age of participants (p value 0.036), type of cancer (p value 0.030) and 

education level of participants (p value 0.028) were significantly associated with depression. 

This study will contribute to policies that relate to palliative care and support programs for 

cancer patients in general, and patients with advanced cancer in particular. 
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Introduction and Background 

 

Depression can be defined as a severe psychiatric condition which leads to disability, as seen 

in the world today (Mitchell et al., 2021). According to Naseri and Taleghani (2018), 

depression can also be viewed as a condition which comes with personal and health concerns 

and is quite common among patients with advanced cancer and cancer patients in general. 

Depression has also been seen to affect the quality of life  and the functioning of those who 

suffer from it,  which calls for urgent intervention in terms of treatment (Naseri & Taleghani, 

2018). 
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Depression generally attracts the need for treatment, which could be through antidepressants, 

psychotherapy or neurostimulation. However, treatment resistant depression arises in situations 

where patients with major depressive disorder (MDD) fail to respond to any of the conventional 

treatment approaches (McIntyre et al., 2023). Furthermore, Zięba et al. (2023) advocated for a 

better understanding of the  genetic underpinning of depression in its management, because 

genetic factors have the capacity to  influence drug metabolism, as well as increase resistance 

to drugs. In cancer settings, according to Yang et al. (2019), studies have shown that depression 

comes with low participation in treatment on the part of the patients. According to Gu et al. 

(2020), studies have shown that those with health conditions that are life-threatening present 

more with depression. Furthermore, depression is a condition which comes with some level of 

sadness as well as tiredness and loss of interests and appetite, which affects the mood of the 

individual (Doktorchik et al., 2019).  This mood disorder which is associated with depressive 

symptoms has also been discovered to be common among patients with advanced cancer, as 

well as all those who suffer from chronic diseases (Gold et al., 2020). 

 

The earliest connotation of depression was as melancholy, a term which represented some form 

of insanity and spiritual problems  (Paykel, 2022). The Greek physician Hippocrates is 

considered the first physician to describe melancholy or depression as a clinical condition. 

Hippocrates claimed that there were four humors in the human body, namely the black bile, 

blood, phlegm and yellow bile, and that  depression was a state which resulted from the activity 

of the black bile (Pereira, 2018). As a result of the activities of the black bile, the melancholic 

person suffered from symptoms of fear, sadness, and delusions (Holst, 2021). Furthermore, one 

of the initial medications for depression was known as Tofranil, which was followed by a 

number of other medications grouped as tricyclic antidepressants (Schimelpfening, 2019). The 

DSM-5, according to Sbolli et al. (2020), is one of the primary tools used as a means of 

diagnosing depression which can also be found in the DSM-5-TR  (Rice et al., 2022). 

 

According to Bailey et al. (2019),  depression ranks among the most prevalent mental and 

emotional disorders in America which goes undetected and undiagnosed, as well as untreated. 

These authors reported that African Americans were less likely to report psychological 

symptoms. In South Africa, it was believed that the major causes of depression were poverty 

and HIV, which resulted in diminished quality of life (Kuo et al., 2019). The World health 

organization reported that 3.8% of people suffered from depression globally, with 5% 

prevalence among adults, and 5.7% among adults older than 60 years (World Health 
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Organization, 2023). This report also states that an approximate figure of 280 million people 

suffer from depression worldwide, where it was discovered that it was 50% more predominant 

in the female population than in men. Furthermore, a systematic review revealed that the 

prevalence of depression among cancer patients under palliative care was 27% (Garcia et al., 

2023). 

 

A study that was conducted in Kenya revealed that most cases of depression had an underlining 

past experience of trauma (Mugambi & Gitonga, 2015). According to Assche et al. (2020), 

trauma experienced in childhood contributed a lot to depression in the victims because some 

of these traumatic experiences were not treated. In a study conducted to investigate the level to 

which depression was associated with levels of stress as well as social support, it was 

discovered that a large number of Kenyans exhibited a strong relationship between depression 

and perceived stress as well as lack of social support (Shah et al., 2021). Furthermore, as at 

2017, WHO ranked Kenya as fifth among countries living with elevated depression levels, with 

an approximate figure of 2 million people living with depression (Memiah et al., 2022). In all, 

depression has been seen as a psychological concern that has plagued humanity for long. The 

causes of the psychological distress have also been attributed to different reasons over the 

course of history. One of the causes of depression has been seen as prolonged pain, especially 

in illnesses. One of such illnesses has been identified as cancer, especially advanced cancer. 

 

Cancer can be seen as a form of disease which is categorized by the unusual multiplication of 

DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) (Weru et al., 2020). It can further be described as a disease 

caused by uncontrolled cellular multiplication (Truskowski et al., 2023). This uncontrolled 

proliferation is facilitated by mutated genes which have the potential to cause cancer (Liu et 

al., 2022). These mutated genes are known as oncogenes, which are referred to as proto-genes 

before they are mutated (Bhadra & Kaur, 2021). This modification of oncogenes is what leads 

to cancer cells (Kontomabolis et al., 2020). The causes of cancer can be viewed from many 

dimensions. The first thing is the incidence, followed by a distribution of geographic conditions 

as well as behavior of definite types of cancer, which are related to a lot of factors which 

includes age, sex, genetic conditions, race, as well as the exposure one has to environmental 

factors (Chu & Sartorelli, 2018). It can also be said that cancer has been discovered all over 

the world in various forms, and researchers have made it a point of duty to identify different 

types and stages of cancer, and have made it known that several multiplication of genes brings 
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about cancer (Hassanpour & Dehghani, 2017). The study of this varied and uncommon form 

of multiplication of genes is known as oncology (Mandal, 2019). 

 

Elkhalloufi et al. (2022) carried out a cross-sectional study to explore the association that exists 

between bio-socio-economic factors of depression in Moroccan cancer patients with a sample 

of 862 participants. The outcome of the study showed that being a younger person, a female, 

suffering from breast cancer or lung cancer, suffering from metastatic cancer, as well as being 

involved in smoking increased possible chances of depression. The study also showed that 

those who had jobs, social security, and those with adequate family support had lower risk of 

depression. Further, the results of the study showed that younger women who had cancer were 

more prone to depression. Being employed with social security, as well as having a good 

marital relationship could contribute to a reduction in the chances of having depression. 

 

The stage of cancer has been found to be a strong demographic factor in determining the 

severity of depression among those who suffer from cancer. This claim was assessed with the 

help of a research carried out by Saina et al. (2021) in Kenya to determine the characteristics 

related to depression in those who experience cancer of the breast at a Referral hospital located 

at Moi Teaching Hospital (MTRH). The study indicated that patients with late-stage breast 

cancer, as well as those undergoing chemotherapy, had 61% increased odds of having 

depression more than those who were at an early stage of cancer. 

From the records of WHO, as at 2022, there was an estimation of 20 million cancer cases, 

which preceded an estimated 5 years statistics of 53.5 million diagnosed cancer cases (World 

Health Organization, 2024). This global report further revealed that one in every randomly 

chosen five people developed cancer in their lifetime, and that lung cancer was the highest 

globally occurring cancer, followed by breast cancer. Furthermore, lung cancer has been 

discovered to be the leading cause of cancer deaths, and smoking has been identified as 85% 

to 90% cause of lung cancer (Alduais et al., 2023). In Africa, breast cancer was found to be the 

highest occurring cancer, followed by cancer of the cervix, while the leading cancer in men 

was prostate cancer (Bray et al., 2022). 

 

In Kenya, the annual occurrence of cancer cases increased from 37,000 to a total of 47,887 

between 2012 and 2018, and the number of fresh cases of cancer is estimated to rise in the next 

20 years by more than 120% (Jani et al., 2024). This report also revealed that the most common 

cancer found in Kenya was breast cancer, followed by cervical, prostate, esophageal, then 

colorectal cancer. The most burdensome symptoms of cancer include tiredness, body aches, 
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appetite loss, and other related symptoms (Economos et al., 2020). Furthermore, those who 

experience advanced cancer go through more severe symptoms as well as psychological 

distress like depression and other psychological conditions associated with cancer that is at the 

advanced stage (Economos et al., 2020). Depression that is associated with advanced cancer 

was what this research set out to address through identifying the demographic Characteristics 

of patients diagnosed with depression among patients with advanced cancer. 

Methodology 

This research aimed at assessing the demographic characteristics associated with depression 

among patients diagnosed with advanced cancer. The research was guided by the positivist 

epistemology philosophical underpinning. This is a philosophical approach to discovery of 

knowledge through objective means, which further adopts the quantitative approach in research 

(Handema et al., 2023). The study employed quantitative research design where it used 

descriptive research design. Participants were assessed for severity of depression. The study 

was conducted at Nairobi Hospice (NH). NH is a charitable organization that was established 

to support families and  patients who are experiencing conditions that can be referred to as life 

threatening, like cancer, as well as HIV and AIDS and other ailments  (NH, 2022). Furthermore, 

as a health institution, it also engages in holistic palliative care, oncology services, education 

and research, institutional development, as well as resource mobilization. This site was selected 

because it was the only site that fitted the characteristics the researcher sought out for the study. 

 

The target population for this study were patients diagnosed with advanced cancer, with 

different categories of cancer as at the time of the study, as well as those who were receiving 

care at NH. Patients diagnosed with advanced cancer, from all categories of cancer available 

as at the period of the study were recruited to participate in the study. The number of patients 

with advanced cancer who took part in this study are shown in Table1. 

 

Table 1: Number of Patients with Advanced Cancer at Nairobi Hospice from January to April 

2023 

Month January February March April Total Average 

Number of patients 72 58 73 65 268 67 

 

Table 1 shows that the average number of patients seen at NH from January to April 2023 was 

67.  The hospital records showed that the incidence rate of depression among patients with 

advanced cancer at NH was 80%. With a target population of 67 patients with advanced cancer 
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in NH, the population of those with depression was estimated at 80% of 67, which gave 53.6. 

Thus, the target population (N) of those with depression at NH was approximated at 54. 

 

The sample size of this research was calculated using Yamane Taro’s formula. This formula 

was developed in 1967 (Imiete et al., 2022). To arrive at the sample size for this research, 

Yamane sample size determination formula with the confidence level at 95%, and the margin 

of error at 5% was adopted as used in a study by Nyamai (2021). With a target population of 

54, and applying this number to the Yamane formula, the sample size for the intervention 

became 48. Attrition of 25%, which is 12, was added to the sample size, which brought the 

total sample size to 60. 

 

Purposive sampling was used to select patients with advanced cancer as well as having a 

diagnosis of depression. This was done by identifying the advanced cancer cases from the 

records of the hospice. Participants identified through purposive sampling were not given any 

particular day or time to come for their clinic but were asked to come on any day and time 

within the two weeks chosen for the recruitment of participants. This meant they could come 

any day from Monday to Friday, from 8am to 5pm. This simply meant that there was no 

guarantee of who was to come at what time or day. It was also important to note that this 

arrangement made it easy for the 60 participants to be identified. To achieve this, the researcher 

and one of the oncology nurses occupied two different offices, one in each office. The 

participants were attended to in the two offices. 

Results 

This study sought to establish the demographic characteristics associated with depression 

among patients with advanced cancer in Nairobi Hospice, Kenya as presented in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Socio-demographic Characteristics Associated with Depression among Patients with 

Advanced Cancer 

 Unadjusted              Adjusted 

 OR (95% CI) p-value  OR (95% CI) p-value 

Age (in years) .97 .915     1.029 0.312  .93 .867    .995 0.036 

Income        

Full-time ref       

Part-time 13 .985    170 0.051  5.01 .257    97.637 0.288 

Self- employed 4.3 .620   29.89 0.140  2.02 .215    18.990 0.539 
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Pension 4.6 .669    30.97 0.121  1.76 .199    15.644 0.612 

Type of cancer        

Breast ref       

Cervical 2.7 .729    10.13 0.137  5.33 1.092    26.007 0.039 

Other 2.4 .741    7.61 0.146  4.92 1.168    20.699 0.030 

Marital status        

Single ref       

Married .5 .159    1.797 0.311  .38 .099     1.500 0.169 

Separated .6 .124    2.857 0.516  .19 .0265   1.432 0.108 

Widow 1.7 .348    7.824 0.528  1.58 .281     8.857 0.605 

Education level 

(in years) .8 .698     1.018 0.075  .77 .613    .972 0.028 

Sex        

Female ref       

Male .56 .117   2.688 0.470  - - - 

Religion        

Catholic ref       

Protestant .862 .265   2.805 .805  - - - 

Muslim 1.5 .164   13.54 .723  - - - 

SDA 1.5 .109   20.31 .765  - - - 

Other 1.5 .207   10.73 .692  - - - 

Duration of 

cancer        

>1 month & <6 

months ref       

>6 months & 

<1year .35 .022    5.474 0.453  .24 .010    5.888 0.385 

> 1 year .73 .061    8.792 0.805  .53 .0266   10.458 0.675 

To assess the socio-demographic factors associated with depression, a three-level variable - 

depression (coded 1, 2, 3) was used as the outcome variable. Since the outcome variable was 

ordered, the study used the ordered logistic regression to calculate the odds ratio. The main 

assumption underlying the ordered logistic regression was the proportional odds assumption. 
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The study therefore tested for this assumption, and failed to reject the null hypothesis (p value 

0.828) as there was no difference in the coefficients between models. 

Table 2 shows the univariate and multivariate results. Due to the high correlation with age, 

gender, and religion, they were omitted in the adjusted model. The adjusted regression showed 

that age, type of cancer and education level were statistically significantly associated with 

depression. This implied that for every additional year a participant aged, the odds of a person 

having higher depression levels was .93. In addition, the odds of a person with cervical and 

other types of cancer having increasing levels of depression were 2.7 and 2.4 respectively 

compared to someone in the general population. Furthermore, for every additional year of 

schooling, the odds of a person having worsening levels of depression was 0.77. 

 

Discussion 

This study recruited participants diagnosed with 16 different types of advanced cancer. Among 

the 60 participants, breast cancer (21) and cervical cancer (15) were the most frequent, with the 

remaining types ranging from 1 to 3 cases each. By examining depression across various 

cancers, this research adds to the growing body of evidence suggesting that depression is a 

common experience for patients with advanced cancer, regardless of specific cancer type. 

Traditionally, many studies have focused on depression in specific cancers. However, recent 

calls for broader investigation, as highlighted by Yang et al. (2017) emphasize the importance 

of studying diverse cancer cohorts. Similarly, Riedl and Schuessler (2022) findings in Austria 

found that depression was a common psychological distress across all cancers. 

 

In this study, the mean age of participants was 49.65 years. This result aligns with a cross-

sectional study conducted by Kareem et al. (2017) in Erbil, Iraq, which investigated depression 

severity among cancer patients. Their sample (n=100) had a mean age of 49.54 years, with 

similar representation of males and females. Notably, 79% of their participants experienced 

moderate depression while 21% had severe depression highlighting the prevalence of 

depression in this population. 

 

Age has also been found to be a major demographic factor associated with depression in cancer 

patients. In this research, adjusted regression showed a statistical significance for age. This 

implied that for every additional year a participant aged, the odds of a person having higher 

depression was .93. However, this finding contradicts the results of a study by Saracino et al. 
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(2020) which was conducted in the United States. The research investigated depression severity 

in a diverse sample of cancer patients, including all stages with a focus on advanced stages. 

Interestingly, their study found that older patients exhibited lower depression severity. This 

indicated that the seriousness of depressive conditions in patients facing cancer was more in 

those seen as younger, especially in an advanced cancer dominated population. 

 

The finding, in this study, that depression in advanced cancer patients increased as patients 

advanced in age, was supported by a meta analysis conducted in Austria on factors associated 

with depression among cancer patients (Riedl & Schüßler, 2022). In this systematic literature 

review, it was discovered that 17 of the reviewed studies reported a statistical significance 

between age and depression. The result of the study showed that younger patients presented 

more with depression than older patients (seven studies), two studies showed that middle aged 

patients reported more depressive symptoms, while eight studies reported that older patients 

presented more with depressive symptoms than younger patients. These statistics showed that 

older patients presented more with depression than younger patients. 

 

Subsequently, the fact that this research did not show a statistical significance between levels 

of income and depression among patients with advanced cancer also disagreed with a study 

conducted to assess the effect of financial toxicity on the quality of life among patients with 

advanced cancer in America (Arastu et al., 2020). The cross-sectional study by Arastu and 

colleagues focused on the baseline data collected from 31 community oncology practices 

across America. The study evaluated 536 patients with advanced cancer. Among those patients, 

60.2 % were female and 14.3 % were blacks. The result of the study revealed that financial 

toxicity was significantly associated with depression. 

Conclusion 

The mean age of participants in this study was 49.65 years with 90% of the sample below the 

age of 60. With the retirement age in Kenya being 60 years, this implied that most of the sample 

were in the working-age group and were economically productive. This calls for urgent 

attention from stakeholders in charge of health policies to find ways to arrest this situation. 

This study recommends that health facilities be put in place to detect cancer cells early enough 

and administer required treatments. This will prevent the workforce being compromised by 

cancer, as well as create awareness for early detection, thereby preventing the growth of cancer 

to the advanced stage. 
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