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For people affected by a gynaecological 

or breast cancer across Victoria

BreaCan – developed 
by consumers
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Service model is:

• support – delivered by trained Peer Support Volunteers

• information – holistic program of information, creative 
and wellbeing focussed sessions including webinars, 
provision of information about cancer topics and services 
available (eg. OCA, CCV, BCNA, Cancer Australia), 
library of resources
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• Data on people being diagnosed with a cancer recurrence 
not captured – this means no data available to know 
numbers of people affected

• BreaCan specific data shows that in 2015/16 we had 
169 contacts with women who had identified as having 
an advanced cancer diagnosis.
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• From the outset, women with advanced cancer wanted to use the 
services of BreaCan.

• Women were telling us they:
– Feel isolated 
– Want to live as well as possible 
– Want to talk with other women who 

understood what they were going through
– Want information to support their own 

decision making and choices
– Have health issues that were variable, 

sometimes difficult and often cause 
disability

– Want to contribute to the work of 
BreaCan

– Live with uncertainty
– Live with cancer that they will 

likely die from
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BreaCan’s response
• Developed a program specifically for women with advanced cancer that 

was multi-dimensional so women can access as their interest and health 
allowed. We called this Making Connections.

• Staff and volunteers able to provide support 
• One staff member oversights advanced program and women
• Programs of interest with a social aspect to break down isolation
• Library acquisitions based on areas of interest
• As well, women have access to other BreaCan programs 

and services
• Increasing number of information programs being delivered 

as webinars
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• Recognition that Peer Support Volunteers may receive an advanced 
cancer diagnosis and that this would not preclude them from 
continuing to volunteer.

• Over time, women with advanced cancer were recruited as Peer 
Support Volunteers. 

• Having Peer Support Volunteers with advanced cancer:
– Acknowledges the right of all to volunteer

– The special perspective some women have on life and death

– The empathic support they provide to people affected by 
advanced cancer
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Peer support volunteers with advanced cancer:
• 10 women with advanced cancer recruited as Peer Support 

Volunteers

• A further 8 women have received an advanced cancer diagnosis 
while volunteering

• Currently, 6 volunteers with advanced cancer working as Peer 
Support Volunteers

• Range of years of volunteering – between 6 months 
and 5+ years
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Peer Support Volunteers with advanced 
cancer support BreaCan in many ways:

1. They educate and inform other BreaCan 
volunteers and staff about the diversity 
and realities of cancer experiences, 
including providing a formal component 
within the Peer Support Volunteer 
training.
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Paula’s timeline
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2. Provide ‘lived experience’ support to women with advanced 
cancer including: supporting their decisions about how they 
want to live their lives following an advanced diagnosis

Peer support volunteers have: 
– knowledge about the emotional impact of making decisions 

– things to consider when thinking about participating in clinical trials, 

– well-developed understanding of the services available to women with 
advanced cancer and 

– experience in talking with and supporting family 
and friends 
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3. Inform BreaCan’s service delivery through input into 
programming. They participate on the BreaCan Advisory 
Group providing input into policy and strategic direction.

Volunteers may also contribute to research projects of 
other organisations. 

These volunteers can reflect on the experiences of the 
women they talk with as well as their own.
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Challenges for Peer Support Volunteers and BreaCan
• These women experience some extreme variations in health 

and this can make regular volunteering difficult. For some 
volunteers this is a loss.

• For some they make the decision to concentrate on other 
aspects of their lives

• If wanted, volunteers with advanced cancer continue to 
receive support from BreaCan’s Volunteer Coordinator and 
some continue to use BreaCan’s services. 
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Role of Volunteer Coordinator and BreaCan staff

• Provide emotional and practical support 
where useful and wanted

• Provide information to rest of volunteer 
pool based on the wishes of the individual

• Support other volunteers who feel 
vulnerable and sad about re-diagnosis 
and declining health of their colleagues
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• When volunteers die it is extremely important to all at 
BreaCan — staff and volunteers — that we take time to 
commemorate and reflect on the life that was lived.

– Specialised and personalised processes 
for communicating with volunteers have been 
developed.

– We recognise that this news will affect 
volunteers differently depending on their 
individual relationships, own emotional, 
physical and spiritual situation.
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Important to commemorate women appropriately:
• Circle of women

• Shilling Wall

• Remembered in publications 
(eg. BreaCan Year in Review, 
tributes in newspapers)
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What the term survivorship means to some of BreaCan’s 
Peer Support Volunteers living with advanced cancer:

Living my life as I want to 
including making 
decisions about receiving 
(or not) treatment 
— Aaltje

I think that survivorship is a strong 
word that shows we are living, 
possibly longer than expected. We 
are living happy, productive, 
contented lives where we are valued 
for ourselves and our resilience
— Denise
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BreaCan’s Peer Support Volunteers 
provide a unique service — a safe 
and nurturing environment where 
women, their family and friends can 
receive compassionate support, be 
informed and empowered to live well.
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BreaCan is a service of Women’s Health Victoria
BreaCan is primarily funded by the Victorian 
Department of Health and Human Services

Thank you to:

• BreaCan’s Peer Support Volunteers including: 
Aaltje, Denise, Pam, Janice and Victoria

• BreaCan colleagues especially Kellie Holland and Wendy Pullan

BreaCan is a service of Women’s Health Victoria BreaCan is primarily funded by the Victorian 
Department of Health and Human Services

www.breacan.org.au


