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Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre 

Chief Executive foreword 

I am pleased to welcome you to 
Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre’s 
Supporting Carers Strategy 2022-2026. 

Peter Mac strives to deliver the world’s best cancer 
care and put our patients and their families and carers 
at the heart of everything we do. We acknowledge the 
impact of cancer on families and carers and recognise 
the important role they play in supporting our patients. 
However, we know there is much more that we can do 
to support them, both in their caring role and also to 
look after their own health and wellbeing. 

Carers come from all walks of life and they may not 
always consider themselves to be a carer. They might 
be a family member, a wife or husband, a partner, a 
parent, a sibling, a neighbour or friend. They might 
provide practical or emotional support, medical or 
personal care or support with managing financial and 
legal matters. They might be caring for a patient for a 
few hours a day or all day, every day. 

Caring for someone with cancer can be a rewarding 
and satisfying role, but it can also be very challenging. 
Many caregivers put their own needs aside to focus on 
the person with cancer. We are committed to ensuring 
our carers can access services and supports to meet 
their needs throughout the duration of their caring role. 

This is Peter Mac’s first Supporting Carers Strategy – 
it aims to recognise and acknowledge the important 
role of carers and facilitate a coordinated approach to 
guide how we support carers across Peter Mac. 

We are grateful to the consumers and staff who 
provided advice on the strategy during its development. 
We will continue to monitor our progress and check-in 
with carers throughout the duration of the strategy. 

Chief Executive  
Dr Shelley Dolan
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About carers 

There are over 703,000 unpaid 
carers in Victoria, making up 
11% of the population.1 In Australia, 
approximately one third of carers are 
estimated to spend up to 40 hours 
or more per week in their caregiving 
role, accounting for an estimated 
1.9 billion hours of unpaid care.2 
Many people don’t see themselves 
as carers, they are just children, 
parents, partners, relatives or friends 
who care for someone close to them.3 

The impact of cancer on family, friends, and carers is 
acknowledged as an integral part of the experience of 
illness, treatment, survivorship and mortality. Caring 
for someone with cancer can be rewarding and bring 
caregivers a high level of satisfaction. However, many 
carers also report a significant burden to their physical 
and psychological wellbeing, economic circumstances 
and social and personal relationships.4 At least half of 
all carers in Australia report unmet needs.5

Every carer is diverse and has different needs and 
experiences, some groups may face additional 
challenges, for example:  

• The average age of primary carers is 55 years, 
however 10% of Victorian carers are under 25 and 
face unique challenges, such as maintaining social 
connection, financial challenges and completing 
education.6

• LGBTIQA+ carers may experience discrimination 
and lack of recognition of their relationship, leading 
them to feel unacknowledged, unsupported and 
isolated.6

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Victorians 
are more likely that non-Aboriginal Victorians to 
identify as carers of friends and family members 
and may face challenges in accessing culturally 
appropriate services that acknowledge and respect 
Aboriginal kinship structures.6

• Culturally diverse carers often need information 
in languages other than English and access 
to culturally appropriate supports, which may 
create additional barriers to accessing appropriate 
services.6

• Regional and rural carers are likely to need to 
travel long distances to access treatment and 
support services, and therefore may be more 
likely to experience emotional, financial and 
practical burdens.7 

Who is a Carer? 

Carers provide physical, emotional and social 
support. They may be any age, gender, culture 
or linguistic group. Carers may help with specific 
tasks such as; maintaining the household, 
managing communication and schedules, 
or providing personal care, supervision or 
companionship. Different carers may provide 
support continuously or occasionally.6 

Informal Peter Mac carers are people who provide 
care and support for a family member, partner, 
friend or neighbour receiving care at Peter Mac. 
Most informal carers are unpaid, although some 
may receive assistance through formal services 
or income support payments from the Australian 
Government.7 Formal carers provide paid or 
unpaid assistance through professional services 
and organisations, they are not usually among the 
client’s network of family and friends. 
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Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre 

Carer story 

A letter from Ros

Dave was diagnosed with a terminal brain 
tumour and we had no idea what this meant. 
We knew he wasn’t well but never imagined 
it could be this serious. We didn’t know what 
we needed to know and if we didn’t ask the 
right questions we wouldn’t necessarily get the 
answers we needed. We knew it would cause 
anger and frustration, but it was the situation 
causing this. We agreed we would shout at 
each other and get it out of our system, not 
take it personally and then have a big hug. 

He had an operation which left him partially 
sighted and having to learn to walk again. Then 
30 sessions of radiotherapy. The specialists 
decided to delay chemotherapy as they knew 
we wanted to travel (our families were in 
England). We managed 3 overseas trips in 
9 months. And during this time, despite the 
many hospital appointments, we were able to 
lead a reasonably ‘normal’ life. Dave having no 
peripheral vision gave us lots of challenges but 
we were very fortunate to get immediate help 
from Vision Australia. He was taken out to busy 
places to get him used to being in crowds, as 
he couldn’t see what was on the left. Crossing 
roads was also a problem. He often went out 
on his own. I wasn’t comfortable with this but it 
was important for him.

Then he had a seizure caused by the tumour 
moving to a different part of the brain. 
Another operation followed and then sessions 
of stereotactic radiotherapy. Chemotherapy 
commenced but it was all downhill from there. 
He survived for exactly 2 years, the tumour 
had actually shrunk but he died of liver 
failure caused by the anti-seizure medication. 
Medication, best friend and worst enemy at 
the same time.

The hospital support for both of us was 
exceptional, and to us this was invaluable as 
both families were going through their own 
health crisis. But even with good support you 
often feel totally alone. Reassurance came from 
many sources. Often a random remark would 
help. I coped, and still do by talking and writing 
about it. It’s so important not to bottle things up.

If you need help don’t be afraid to ask for it. 
Most people feel helpless in this situation and 
will be only too pleased to help. If you have 
any issues do follow it up as the hospitals 
need and want to know. I had 2 major issues I 
couldn’t deal with for a long time so I wrote to 
the relevant departments and received such 
caring, thoughtful replies I was able to put 
them behind me.

I’m very grateful there are no 
‘what if’s’. With his determination 
and sense of humour, and the 
wonderful skill and care of all 
the medical staff, I know nothing 
more could have been done.
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About this strategy

The Peter Mac Supporting Carers Strategy will guide service provision, 
prioritise new initiatives and facilitate a coordinated approach to 
supporting Peter Mac Carers. 

Who does this 
strategy apply to?

This is an organisation wide strategy that applies 
to all informal Peter Mac carers. It does not extend 
to support the needs of formal or professional 
carers provided through contracted organisations. 

Why has this strategy 
been developed?

Peter Mac strategic directions 

Peter Mac has always emphasised the inclusion of 
families and carers in patient care. Peter MacCallum 
Cancer Centre Strategic Directions (2020–2025) states: 

‘We put our patients, their families and carers – and all 
people with cancer – at the heart of everything we do’.

Peter Mac’s strategic directions include families and 
carers, specifically, to recognise, support, empower 
and partner with families and carers to provide 
world’s best cancer care and cancer education. 

Victorian Government 
strategic directions 

The Victorian Cancer Plan 2020–2024 identifies 
priorities to prevent cancer, increase survival, 
improve the experience of the cancer treatment 
and care system, and achieve equitable outcomes 
for all Victorians with cancer. The Victorian Cancer 
Plan includes the priority activity to implement the 
Victorian Carer Strategy 2018–2022 to recognise 
and support the important role of carers.

SUPPORTING 
CARERS 

STRATEGY 

Carers have better 
health and wellbeing

Priority 3Priority 4

Priority 5

Priority 1

Priority 2

Carers are supported 
in school, study and 
work environments

Carers are recognised, 
acknowledged and 

respected

Carers can access 
support and services 
that meet their needs

Carers have less 
financial stress

https://www.petermac.org/sites/default/files/media-uploads/Peter%20MacCallum%20Cancer%20Centre%20-%20Strategic%20Directions.pdf
https://www.petermac.org/sites/default/files/media-uploads/Peter%20MacCallum%20Cancer%20Centre%20-%20Strategic%20Directions.pdf
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/health-strategies/victorian-cancer-plan
https://www.dffh.vic.gov.au/publications/recognising-and-supporting-victorias-carers-victorian-carer-strategy-2018-22
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The Victorian Carer Strategy is the first whole of 
government strategy that recognises and supports 
the important role of Victorian carers. The Victorian 
strategy relates to carers of people of any age with 
disability, mental health and complex health needs. 
The plan includes a vision for all Victorian carers to 
have the ability to make choices about their care role, 
to participate socially and economically and to have 
the best health and wellbeing possible. 

The Peter Mac Supporting Carers Strategy 2022–26 
aims to apply the Victorian Carer Strategy at Peter 
Mac, with a cancer specific focus. 

Feedback from Peter Mac 
patients, families and carers 

Peter Mac has always emphasised the inclusion of 
families and carers in patient care. 

In 2019 a carer needs study was conducted at Peter 
Mac to better understand the needs and support 
preferences of a broad range of people who care for 
a person with cancer who access a tertiary cancer 
hospital. The study aimed to determine, from the 
carers’ perspective, what is lacking from current 
support services. It found that: 

• Carers find the hardest thing when supporting a 
person with cancer, is the impact on the carer (e.g. 
the physical toll, managing carer emotions and 
impacts on everyday living).

• Carers are struggling to get the support they need, 
external services are not being used or referred to 
effectively. 

• Internal Peter Mac support services for carers 
were not being used to the greatest benefit.

Peter Mac community consultations involving 
patients, carers and key stakeholders from across our 
campuses have highlighted the valuable role of family, 
friends and carers throughout the cancer experience 
and the need for more emphasis on supporting and 
nurturing this group. 

In the 2021 Patient Parliament, patients, families 
and carers indicated the need for: 

Better information, communication and 
support for families and carers, including 
respite services and reliable access to 
information outside of Peter Mac 

Improved support for carers 

Improved navigation of the 
healthcare system 

Building the capacity for consumers 
to partner in their healthcare.
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How was this strategy 
developed? 

The Peter Mac Supporting Carers Strategy has been 
developed to align with the priorities outlined in the 
Victorian Carer Strategy, whilst applying a cancer 
specific focus. 

The Peter Mac Carers Strategy Advisory Committee 
was created to advise on the development 
of the strategy and to support and evaluate 
its implementation. The Committee includes 
representation from Consumers, Social Work, 
Psychology, Occupational Therapy, Academic Nursing 
Unit, Health Services Research, Peter Mac @ Home, 
Prevention & Wellbeing, Radiation Therapy – Bendigo 
and Adolescent and Young Adult Services.

How did staff contribute 
to the strategy? 

Departments from across Peter Mac were invited to 
review a draft version of the strategy. Representatives 
from Nursing, Psychology, Research, Dental Oncology, 
Social Work, Occupational Therapy, Spiritual Care, 
the Australian Cancer Survivorship Centre and 
Radiotherapy (Sunshine, Moorabbin & Melbourne 
campuses) reviewed the strategy and provided 
feedback via an online survey. 

How did consumers contribute 
to the strategy? 

Two consumers sit on the Carers Strategy Advisory 
Committee and have provided input throughout its 
development. A consumer consultation took place 
in September 2022, where nine carers provided 
feedback on the draft strategy via a focus group or 
written submission. Key themes that emerged during 
the consultation include: 

• Carers are often not aware of the range of supports 
and services available to them. 

• The needs of carers are diverse and supports need 
to be tailored appropriately. 

• Age appropriate support is required for carers (in 
particular those aged under 25 and 25-45). 

• Staff education is important to ensure carers are 
appropriately involved in patient care. 

• Ongoing support and checking in on carers is 
important. 

• Support to balance working and caring 
responsibilities & communicating with their 
employer is important.

• Support for carers to access and navigate 
Centrelink, NDIS and other financial services 
is important. 

How will this strategy be 
implemented and monitored? 

An Implementation Plan has been developed to guide 
the implementation of the Supporting Carers Strategy 
and document current and planned activities. This 
is an operational document that will be annually 
reviewed and updated over the duration of the 
strategy. 

 We will regularly seek feedback from consumers 
about how effectively the strategy is being 
implemented and whether current activities are 
meeting the needs of carers. The implementation and 
monitoring of the Supporting Carers Strategy and 
Implementation Plan will be governed by the Carers 
Strategy Advisory Committee and will be reported to 
the Community Advisory Committee. 
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GOALS: 
• Support Peter Mac carers 

to balance work, study and 
carer responsibilities 

Priority 2: 
Carers are supported 
in school, study and 
work environments 

GOALS: 
• Provide opportunities for Peter Mac carers 

to be physically and mentally healthy and 
socially connected to family, friends and 
their local community

• Facilitate accessible, engaging and 
sustainable peer support for Peter Mac 
carers

• Improve access for Peter Mac carers 
to wellbeing programs, education and 
services

• Reduce demand on carers by increasing 
areas of practical support

Priority 1: 
Carers have better 
health and wellbeing 

Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre 
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GOALS: 
• Enable better acknowledgment 

and recognition of carers 
to position them alongside 
patients in the treatment and 
care experience 

• Identify primary and other 
carers for each patient

• Involve carers in decision 
making processes about 
services and treatment for the 
people they care for 

Priority 5: 
Carers are recognised, 
acknowledged and 
respected

GOALS: 
• Assist carers to access 

and maintain financial 
and housing security 

Priority 4: 
Carers have less 
financial stress

GOALS: 
• Provide tailored support, information 

and facilitate access to external support 
services for Peter Mac carers across their 
entire caring journey 

• Provide culturally safe, inclusive support 
for Peter Mac carers from diverse 
backgrounds, including Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people, those 
from culturally and linguistically diverse 
backgrounds and LGBTIQA+ people 

• Ensure rural and regional carers have 
access to support and services that meet 
their needs

• Provide opportunities for young Peter 
Mac carers to participate in peer support 
and facilitate access to external programs 
and services supporting young carers 

• Provide accessible information about 
support and services for carers specific 
to the cancer experience

Priority 3: 
Carers can access support and 
services that meet their needs
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Peter MacCallum Cancer Centre 

Contact details 

Peter Mac welcomes feedback 
or questions regarding our 
Carers Strategy. 

Please contact: 
Peta Wright 
Senior Project Officer, Prevention & Wellbeing

Phone: 03 8559 8480 
Email: peta.wright@petermac.org
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