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Background

Prostate (PCa) and colon (CCa) cancers are two most commonly registered cancers in
New Zealand, and are the second and third leading causes of death in men. Treatment options
for PCa range from active surveillance, to surgery or radiotherapy (either brachytherapy or
external beam radiotherapy), or some combination of these therapies. Similarly, for CCa
options include surgery, radiotherapy, or chemotherapy and combinations of these therapies.
However, patients with PCa may undergo androgen deprivation therapy (ADT) in addition to
the other options. The two cancer types thus afford an opportunity for comparison of the
relative impact on men of each of the therapy types in terms of surgery, radiotherapy or
chemotherapy options, but more particularly in terms of the impact of hormone ablation.
Additionally, treatment options for both cancer types have significant psychosocial impacts not
only on the patients, but also on their partners.

The health-related quality of life (HRQoL) outcomes for these various treatment options
have not been quantified in terms of the impact on a couple.

Objectives

This pilot study aimed to investigate the impact on health-related outcomes, sexual
function and spousal experiences for both partners from diagnosis at baseline through various
treatment options for the first three months. The pilot study findings will inform further
longitudinal study to enable development of salient and effective interventions for couples
faced with these issues.

Methods

The pilot study was a prospective three-month investigation planning to follow 20
recruited couples from baseline, through therapy. Participants completed questionnaires at
each time-point. Questionnaires included the validated measures of quality of life in prostate
cancer or colon cancer as appropriate, measures of stress, depression, anxiety, sexual function
and intimacy. In addition interviews were conducted with some of the couples.

Results

Recruitment: Prospective recruitment at diagnosis via surgical and oncology services proved
more difficult than anticipated. During the 1-year period in which the pilot was running, 12
couples were invited to participate. Baseline data was collected from 8 couples with follow-up
questionnaires completed by 3 couples at time of reporting. Participant characteristics are
summarised in Table 1.

Key findings from questionnaires are summarised in the tables included in this report.
Because of the small numbers results are presented as medians and ranges for each scale
without statistical significance testing since this process would generate potentially misleading
results.

Factors influencing treatment choice: The items that the majority of men endorsed as very
important factors influencing their choice of treatment were the chances of problems with
bowel function and the recommendations from their doctor who was managing the cancer.
Partners also endorsed the doctor’s recommendations as very important; they were somewhat
concerned about the need for escort to and from treatment when choosing treatment [Table
2].

HRQoL: Patient comparison: Overall on this measure men with colon cancer seem to fare
worse than men with prostate cancer. They had had lower median global health status and
function scores across range except for emotional function at baseline. At follow-up colon
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cancer men had a lower median global health score, physical function score and social function
score than prostate cancer men [Table 3].

HRQol: Couples comparison: The patient/partner comparisons showed that at baseline
partners regarded their men as having lower overall quality of life than the men reported
themselves. The partners also reported lower role function, cognitive function and social
function in their men than the patients reported at baseline. The patients reported lower levels
of emotional functioning pre-treatment but their partners thought they were functioning less
well after treatment. The patients regarded their physical function as having worsened
following treatment. Partners reported the men’s emotional function and cognitive function
was lower following treatment than the patients reported [Table 3A].

The couples with prostate cancer reported more urinary bother at follow-up than
baseline, some issues with bowel symptoms, and decreases in sexual activity levels and
functioning [Table 3B].

Colon cancer couples reported fewer changes during the study on the HRQol
measures, but the numbers in this group were small so results must be treated with caution
[Table 3C].

Sexual desire and function scales: Sexual desire levels in the patients were higher at baseline
than their partners, but the situation was reversed at the time the follow-up measures were
completed, with the patients recorded scores half that of their baseline levels [Table 4].

Men with prostate cancer had better sexual function totals at baseline and
improvements in follow-up IIEF scores, than men with colon cancer, whose scores remained
same at each measure point. However it should be noted that the numbers in the pilot were
small and the follow-up period was short; it is often the case that men find sexual activity more
difficult later in their recovery from prostate cancer therapies. This is the rationale for the
study as originally planned, being carried out over several years [Table 5].

Partners of the men with cancer reported much worse sexual function totals at follow-
up than baseline, indicating less sexual activity, or less satisfaction with that activity; this
despite the men scoring at similar levels [Table 6].

Correlations between patients’ and partners’ sexual function scores were carried out at

baseline and follow-up [Tables 7, 7A]. Results showed men’s overall satisfaction significantly
correlated with partners’ sexual function at follow-up, whereas it was not at baseline. Again,
these findings must be interpreted with caution since the numbers involved are very small.
Psychological impacts — depression, anxiety and stress: While most participants did not
experience depression, anxiety or undue stress according to the measures used, anxiety and
depression at clinical levels were recorded in three cases at baseline in the men, and also in
partners. Anxiety remained significant for one woman at follow-up [Table 8].
Social intimacy and dyadic adjustment: These two measures were used to quantify significant
changes in a couple’s relationship during the study time-frame. Patients’ baseline scores
ranged lower than their partners, but at follow-up partners’ scores ranged lower than patients’
scores. Within-subject comparisons showed one man recorded a rise in social intimacy, two
recorded slight drops, and one man did not change.

All of the partners recorded decreases in social intimacy over the study time-frame
[Table 9]. The decreases in social intimacy were substantially larger for the women whose
partners had colon cancer, with a 45 point (28%) drop in one and a 47 point (36%) drop for the
other compared to 10 (6%) and 13 point (8%) drops for the prostate cancer men’s partners.

The Dyadic Adjustment Scale-7 is a short version of the commonly used measure used
to differentiate between distressed and adjusted marriages. At baseline there was little
difference between men and their partners regarding dyadic consensus although the women'’s
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scores ranged lower than the men’s. Dyadic cohesion rose a little for the couples at follow-up,
as did satisfaction. Overall scores rose for patients and their partners at follow-up; patients
(29%), and partners (11%) [Table 10].

Conclusions

Conducting this pilot study has been valuable in understanding the need for enrolment
processes to be simple to apply in the clinical context; this is apparently problematic in the
WDHB clinical environment. Suggestions as to better management of this stage included a
dedicated recruitment person — not something the study had funding for. However the
questionnaire findings demonstrate the viability of the methods proposed once recruitment
has been achieved. The interview data was overviewed for this report and it was concluded
that with few participants, the risk to their privacy was too great to make quotations from the
transcripts. However participants spoke highly of their clinicians, and the treatment they
received. Most were not distressed by the changes the cancer diagnosis had wrought in their
lives, having adopted coping mechanisms to manage the unfolding disease and treatment
progression. However, there were only a small number of participants in this pilot, so we
cannot conclude that these people represent the overall experiences of couples with these
conditions.




Table 1. Patient and partner participant demographic characteristics.

Characteristic

Patients (n) All Patients (n) PCa men CCa men Partners (n)
Invited 12 2 3 12
Recruited g 6 2 7
3 month follow-up 4 2 2 4

Details below pertain to participants only

Age (yrs)

Median 62.5 66 53 58
Range 43-81 55-81 43-63 42-67

Ethnicity
NZ European 7 6 1 6
Maori 1 - 1 dl

Relationship status
Married [ yil 2 5
De facto 2 2 = 2

Years with partner
Mean 31 21.9 32 29.3
Range 2-43 2-43 25-39 2-42

Partner’s

menstrual status
Still menstruating - = - 2
regularly
Post-menopausal L - e 3
Other (eg. Hysterectomy) = - o 2

Number of

medications listed
Mean 5.2 3.8 4 2
Range 0-9 0-9 0-8 0-4
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