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Background: Fear of cancer recurrence (FCR) is one of the largest unmet needs in the breast cancer 

survivor population. This review addresses this unmet need with the question: What available inter-

ventions manage uncertainty and FCR in female breast cancer survivors?

Objectives: The purpose of this article is to better understand potential interventions to manage FCR 

when caring for breast cancer survivors.

Methods: Databases used were PubMed, CINAHL®, Google Scholar, EMBASE, and Scopus. Articles 

published in English from 2009–2014 with female breast cancer survivors and interventions that ad-

dress FCR as an endpoint or outcome measure or objectively illustrate an improvement in FCR were 

included. One hundred ninety-eight articles were initially identified in this literature review search. Upon detailed review of 

content for relevance, seven articles met criteria to be included in this review.

Findings: This literature review provided current evidence of published interventions to manage uncertainty in the female 

breast cancer survivor population, as well as future research recommendations. Interventions surrounding being mindful, 

managing uncertainty, having more effective patient–provider communication, and handling stress through counseling are 

options for managing FCR. 
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Interventions to Manage Uncertainty and Fear  
of Recurrence in Female Breast Cancer Survivors: 
A Review of the Literature

F
ear of cancer recurrence (FCR) is reported to be a 

problem by many cancer survivors. Regardless of 

the initial stage of cancer at diagnosis, FCR often 

persists for patients long after anticancer therapies 

have been completed. Transitioning from patient to 

survivor is difficult and, without adequate interventions, a 

person may be at increased risk for maladaptive coping and 

long-term adjustment disturbances (Allen, Savadatti, & Levy, 

2009). However, few established, evidence-based interven-

tion strategies are routinely implemented in clinical practice 

to manage this reported unmet need in breast cancer sur-

vivors (BCS). The purpose of this review is to examine the 

literature for studies of interventions designed to decrease 

FCR, decrease anxiety related to uncertainty in patients, and 

improve quality of life in BCS. 

In the United States, 1 in 8 women will be diagnosed 

with breast cancer, and 1 in 36 will actually die as a result 

of her disease (American Cancer Society [ACS], 2016b). To 

date, more than 2.8 million BCS are living in the United 

States (ACS, 2016b). A woman’s risk of cancer recurrence 

depends on her age at diagnosis, the stage, and the grade 

of breast cancer. Brewster et al. (2008) reported that women 

with stage I breast cancer had a five-year residual risk of 

recurrence of 7%, and women with stage II and III breast 

cancer had a five-year risk of recurrence rate of 11% and 

13%, respectively. 
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