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Abstract
Background In response to the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, telehealth was rapidly rolled out in health services across 
Australia including those delivering cancer care. This study aimed to understand people with cancer and carers’ experiences 
with telehealth for cancer care during the COVID-19 pandemic and associated restrictions.
Method Semi-structured interviews conducted with people with cancer and carers via telephone or online video link between 
December 2020 and May 2021. Participants were recruited through cancer networks and social media. Interviews were 
transcribed and thematic analysis undertaken.
Results Twenty-three patients and 5 carers were interviewed. Telephone-based appointments were most common. Responses 
to telehealth were influenced by existing relationships with doctors, treatment/cancer stage and type of appointment. Four 
themes were derived: (i) benefits, (ii) quality of care concerns, (iii) involving carers, and (iv) optimising use of telehealth. 
Benefits included efficiency and reduced travel. Quality of care concerns identified subthemes: transactional feel to appoint-
ments; difficulties for rapport; suitability for appointment type and adequacy for monitoring. Both patients and carers noted a 
lack of opportunity for carers to participate in telephone-based appointments. Aligning appointment mode (i.e. telehealth or in 
person) with appointment purpose and ensuring telehealth was the patient’s choice were seen as essential for its ongoing use.
Discussion and conclusions While telehealth has benefits, its potential to reduce the quality of interactions with clinicians 
made it less attractive for cancer patients. Patient-centred guidelines that ensure patient choice, quality communication, and 
alignment with appointment purpose may help to increase telehealth’s utility for people affected by cancer.
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Introduction

Telehealth or telemedicine involves the remote delivery 
of health services using technology including telephone 
and video [1, 2]. While Australia has utilised telehealth to 
deliver cancer care for over 20 years, its use has been largely 
restricted to patients living in rural and remote areas of the 
country [3]. The emergence of the COVID-19 (coronavi-
rus-19) pandemic in 2020 saw countries across the world 
introduce measures to enable their health systems to manage 
the increasing numbers of people infected with the virus [1, 
4, 5]. As part of these measures, the Australian government 
temporarily extended funding for telehealth consultations 
allowing for first-time specialist doctors, general practition-
ers, hospitals, and allied health professionals in metropolitan 
and regional areas of Australia to access this form of health 
care rather than use in-person appointments [6–8]. However, 
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similar to other countries [9], the rapid implementation of 
measures relating to the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia 
meant there was little time for the development of protocols 
and training for delivering cancer care via telehealth [1, 10].

The impact of the rapid rollout of telehealth on patient 
experiences has been an area of many investigations, with a 
review finding 18 quantitative studies assessing patient expe-
riences of telehealth were published in the first 6 months of 
2020 [11]. This review found satisfaction with telehealth 
was generally high for people being treated by a range of 
services including oncology, mental health services, and 
sports medicine [11]. Most studies included in the review 
were from countries other than Australia and most reported 
on the experience of using video technology for appoint-
ments [11]. Studies published subsequently have continued 
to demonstrate high levels of satisfaction with telehealth for 
outpatient appointments in mixed patient populations, with 
video [12–14] and telephone [15] formats. However, despite 
high satisfaction, multiple studies have also shown that most 
patients prefer in-person consultations [16] suggesting that 
a more nuanced understanding of telehealth experiences is 
needed.

Although government policy for telehealth in Australia 
recommends video over the telephone for these appoint-
ments [1], most consultations in 2020 utilised the telephone, 
with one study suggesting 57% of all telehealth appoint-
ments in the second half of 2020 were by telephone [1] and 
another finding that 82% of appointments with cancer spe-
cialists in June 2020 were over the telephone [7]. Austral-
ian patients also report that the telephone has mainly been 
used for telehealth appointments [17, 18] with this also true 
for cancer appointments [10, 19]. Despite the greater use of 
the telephone, Australian surveys have shown that patients 
generally accept telehealth, appreciating it as a strategy for 
reducing risks during the COVID-19 pandemic [10, 17, 20, 
21]. However, the lack of a physical examination [1, 22] and 
concerns regarding its impersonal nature are noted as bar-
riers and reasons why many patients say they will return to 
in-person appointments [10, 20].

Due to the long-term nature of much cancer care, the 
bond and trust many patients develop with their clinical 
team can contribute to the therapeutic alliance many see 
as a cornerstone of patient-centred medical care [23]. As a 
mutual trust, respect, and agreement on therapeutic goals 
are key characteristics of the therapeutic alliance [24], it is 
important to understand the impact of telehealth on cancer 
patients’ care experiences especially if telephone rather than 
the video is used to deliver most of these appointments. This 

study aims to understand Australian cancer patients’1 experi-
ences with telehealth and to examine the pros and cons of 
this appointment type in the delivery of cancer care. Rec-
ognising the role that partners and carers play in the care of 
many cancer patients [25–28], this study expanded its focus 
to assess how carers experienced telehealth. This study used 
a qualitative methodology to explore the telehealth experi-
ences of cancer patients and carers from the Australian state 
of Victoria during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Method

Design Qualitative study consisting of semi-structured 
interviews with 28 people affected by cancer (n = 23 patients 
and n = 5 carers) who had at least one telehealth consultation 
with a member of the cancer care team in 2020. Data collec-
tion stopped when data saturation was achieved.

Context Participants for the study were residents of Aus-
tralia’s second most populous state, Victoria. Victoria espe-
cially its capital city Melbourne, had the longest period of 
lockdown and social restrictions in the country. Interviews 
for the study were conducted between December 1, 2020, 
and May 15, 2021. While during most of this period, restric-
tions to reduce the spread of the virus were eased, a short 
lockdown (5 days) was introduced in Melbourne in February 
2021, with another starting at the end of May 2021.

Ethics The research had ethical approval from Deakin Uni-
versity (reference HEAG-H 203_2020).

Participants Eligibility criteria were diagnosed with cancer, 
or cared for someone with cancer, in the previous 5 years, 
attended a medical appointment delivered via telehealth for 
cancer care in 2020/21, aged over 18 years and could speak 
and read English.

Procedure and data collection Participants were recruited 
through patient and supporter networks associated with 
cancer advocacy and support organisations and through 
networks associated with health services. Interested partici-
pants were directed to an online site where they accessed 
information about the study and provided their consent for 
study participation. Participants scheduled an interview time 
online after registering consent. Semi-structured telephone 
interviews were conducted using an interview guide devel-
oped by the research team. The telephone was the preferred 

1 The authors recognise that people with cancer are people first and 
foremost rather than a ‘patient’. However, for the purpose of being 
concise, we refer to people with cancer as ‘patients’.
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method for undertaking the interview as it allowed greater 
flexibility for participation. While the option was available 
to participants to use an online video call system, only two 
interviews (each involving a patient and carer) were con-
ducted this way. Interviews lasted approximately 30 min. All 
interviews were conducted by the same female behavioural 
researcher (VW) who has a PhD, over 20 years’ research 
experience in supportive care interventions, cancer manage-
ment and cancer prevention, and experience in undertaking 
qualitative research with people affected by cancer. Notes 
on the interview were recorded afterwards. Participants had 
no prior relationship with the researcher. Participants were 
given a brief overview of the researcher’s reasons for the 
research. Transcripts were not returned to participants for 
comment or correction. 

Interview schedule The interview included questions on 
participants’ cancer and the type of care they were receiv-
ing during 2020 (treatment, follow-up) and then moved on 
to assess participants’ experiences with telehealth for their 
cancer care. Questions assessed the type of technology used 
(telephone/video), number of telehealth appointments, infor-
mation received about the appointment, difficulties with the 
technology, communication challenges, pros and cons of tel-
ehealth for cancer care, and thoughts regarding the contin-
ued use of telehealth. Questions were derived from previous 
work by team members assessing cancer patients’ telehealth 
experiences. The investigator team reviewed and finalised 
the interview schedule.

Analysis Transcripts and recordings were reviewed, and a 
thematic analysis was conducted [29]. Microsoft Excel was 
used to manage data. Analyses were undertaken by VW and 
ST. An iterative process was used with VW undertaking the 
initial review of transcripts to develop a draft coding struc-
ture based on themes and subthemes emerging from the data 
and ST independently reviewing transcripts to confirm the 
coding structure. Differences were discussed (ST and VW), 
and the coding structure was refined to reflect consensus 
decisions. Codes were grouped into broad thematic areas 
and identified themes discussed with the research team to 
ensure clarity and consensus.

Reporting follows the COREQ guidelines [30]. Partici-
pant quotes are presented to illustrate themes with quotes 
from patients noted with the code P and patient interview 
number (e.g. P1) and quotes from carers noted with the code 
C and a carer interview number (e.g. C1).

Results

Sample The sample included 13 males and 15 females. 
All five carers involved in the study were female (Table 1). 
Participants with cancer commonly had prostate (n = 5), 
breast (n = 5), or ovarian (n = 3) cancer. Of the carers inter-
viewed, three were partners of men with prostate cancer. 
Most participants (n = 19) were under 70 years of age, lived 
in metropolitan areas (n = 21), and were treated in the public 
health system (n = 21). Fifteen patients indicated the tele-
phone was used predominately for their telehealth appoint-
ments and four mainly had video consultations (Table 1). 
Mostly, participants spoke of telehealth appointments with 
a single health professional, with only one carer describ-
ing a video consultation with a multidisciplinary team of 
health professionals to discuss treatment planning. While 
participants indicated telehealth appointments with a range 
of different doctors (e.g. medical oncologists, haematolo-
gists), only four patients mentioned telehealth appointments 
with allied health professionals usually physiotherapists or 
psychologists.

Telehealth experiences For all participants, the response 
to telehealth was influenced by several factors particularly 
their relationship with the doctor, their treatment and cancer 
stage, the type of information delivered in the appointment, 
and the level of vulnerability felt in relation to their health. 
While the technology used for the appointment played a part 

Table 1  Participant cancer, health system, sex, residential location, 
and format for telehealth characteristics

Characteristic N

Participant type Patient 23
Carer 5

Sex Male 13
Female 15

Residential location Metropolitan 21
Regional 7

Health system Public 21
Private 7

Cancer type (patients) Prostate 5
Breast 5
Ovarian 3
Lung and mesothelioma 3
Blood 2
Other 5

Cancer stage in 2020 Treatment 8
Follow-up/monitoring 15

Telehealth format Telephone 18
Mix 6
Video 4
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in some participants’ responses, a greater influence seemed 
to be participants’ relationship with their doctor and the type 
of appointment. While a theme of ‘benefits’ was derived 
from the discussion of pros associated with telehealth, the 
discussion of cons was more substantive reflecting con-
cerns about the ‘quality of care’ received through telehealth. 
Two other key themes were identified from the interviews: 
‘including carers’ and ‘optimising use of telehealth’. The 
themes are discussed in detail below.

Benefits Most participants acknowledged the benefits of tel-
ehealth with these mainly focusing on improved convenience 
due to reduced waiting and travel times and ease of access 
when not feeling well (see Table 2 for exemplar quotes). 
While some noted that being able to have the appointment 
from the comfort of home meant less disruption to activities, 
another noted that telehealth provided greater flexibility as 
she was not tied to one location for appointments. Others 
noted that the continued medical oversight and reduction 
in COVID-19 infection risk was a key benefit. One carer 
noted that due to her partner’s declining health and mobil-
ity, telehealth reduced the stress associated with in-person 
appointments particularly in relation to travel, time out of the 
day, negotiating wheelchairs in and out of cars, and parking.

Quality of care concerns

Comments relating to the negatives of telehealth reflected 
concerns around ‘quality of care’. Four subthemes were 
identified: (i) transactional; (ii) difficult for rapport; (iii) 

suitability for appointment type, and (iv) adequacy for moni-
toring. Exemplar quotes are shown in Table 3 for themes 
discussed below.

Transactional For those having telehealth via a telephone, 
the most common description of their experiences was that 
it was ‘transactional’, quick, and more business-like than 
face-to-face appointments. While these descriptors were less 
commonly used for video appointments, even these were 
seen as less engaging and quicker than face-to-face appoint-
ments. A number of participants commented that telehealth 
appointments had a different quality to them with one feeling 
they did not encourage going deeply into conversations with 
the doctor, while another indicated it was easier to ‘brush 
someone off’ in a telehealth appointment. One participant 
who mainly had telephone appointments noted that from a 
philosophical position, a telehealth appointment was a ‘less 
symbolic’ activity. This participant saw the physical act of 
going to a medical appointment to meet with the ‘healer’ as 
part of the ritual of treatment. Existing relationships with 
doctors influenced responses, with those having a good 
ongoing relationship with their doctor reporting no differ-
ence in connecting with their doctor via telehealth regardless 
of whether it was via video or telephone.

Many participants noted that they needed to be more 
prepared and proactive in asking questions in telehealth 
appointments, particularly telephone-based appointments. 
This was due to both doctors being less able to assess 
body language, and appointments being quicker. However, 
patients’ general approach to asking questions influenced 
comments, with some noting that they tended to do their 

Table 2  Exemplar quotes relating to the theme of benefits of telehealth

Subtheme Exemplar quote

Reduced travel Convenience of not having to travel to [hospital] and paying a $20.00 parking fee. (P11)
I have to allow a lot more time for actually getting there and getting home [for in person appointments]. There is 

also the cost factor, both the economic and time costs. (P2)
If it [telehealth] works that’s a great way for anyone who’s a long way away from the hospital because you have 

other anxieties as well. Things like having to go through peak hour traffic, it can be rather wearing if you’re not 
use to it. That’s one of the benefits of telehealth because you don’t have to do that. You don’t have the build up 
of tension, which is one good benefit, there is also no waiting time. (P2)

Reduced costs Financially advantageous, because it was bulk billed. (P13)
We never got a bill for them [telehealth appointments]. (P15)

Reduced downtime/stress If they are running late, you’re in your own home so you can keep pottering around chipping away at all the jobs 
that need to be done. So you don’t feel like you lose huge portions of your day like you do when you’re there 
in person. … The removal of travel time which gives you back more time in your day. But also because [my 
husband] is full time in a wheelchair, it’s hard work getting into the car and driving into the hospital and get-
ting him to the doctors rooms. (C1)

Convenient if not feeling well It’s also very helpful when you’re feeling sick and tired because the last thing you want to do is get out of bed 
or get off the couch. You know you’re going to vomit or you’re going to have diarrhea from the chemo, so 
you don’t want to be in a car for half an hour. A lot of times those mornings I was grateful that I could do a 
telehealth. (P3)

Kept me safe They [telehealth] worked really well and kept me safe. (P10)
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research and ask questions at appointments regardless of 
format. Others noted that doctors differed in their tendency 
to ask questions with telehealth exacerbating the situation 
when doctors didn’t usually ask many questions.

Difficulties for rapport Many participants commented on the 
difficulty of developing rapport with doctors via telehealth 
especially when their first contact with a doctor was via 
telehealth. This was partly due to telehealth appointments 
lacking the incidental conversations people have with their 
doctors. One participant noted that when telehealth was used 
for the first appointment with a clinician or hospital, it made 
it difficult to get a sense of the organisation, which led them 
to feel less certain of the care they were receiving.

Suitability for appointment type There was a strong 
response from participants that some appointments were 
not suitable for telehealth with these including receiving a 
diagnosis or bad news, treatment planning, meeting a doctor 
for the first time, and when a physical exam was needed. A 
carer reported that her husband received his cancer diagnosis 
over the phone with no preparation, no follow-up, and no 
support. The carer keenly felt the inappropriateness of using 
telehealth in this instance.

Appointments that were suited for telehealth included 
regular routine check-ups (if occurring more frequently than 
once a year) and script renewal.

Table 3  Exemplar quotes for subthemes in the ‘quality of care concerns’ theme

Subtheme Exemplar quotes

Transactional I feel the phone is just a bit too quick and not treated like a real appointment. (P7)
Its not particularly patient centric, pretty transactional (P13)
I wouldn’t say it was rushed but it felt incomplete. I got to the end of the phone call and they knew a bit more 

about me, but I didn’t know what the next steps were. And it is hard to get a feel for what an organisation is 
like, when you are doing it over the phone. (P5)

There was no rapport, no nothing, it was just business (P3)
You have to have a list of questions that you want to ask because it’s very easy to forget until after you finished 

the call, “I should have said this, or I should have said that. So I think you have to go in prepared. (P6)
What I have found with the telephone consultation they tended to be, not superficial, but they didn’t really 

encourage going into depth. (P2)
But if you as a patient can’t say to your doctor: Look, I felt really sick yesterday, I was feeling better today and 

the reason I’m feeling that way is because this, this and this. You’ve got to be able to say that to them regard-
less. It doesn’t matter whether they’re on the phone or whether you’re sitting in front of them. (P26)

No real difference because I have a good relationship with the doctors anyway. I tend to research things so if I 
have a question, I can raise it. (P14)

Difficult for rapport I found them adequate but they were just adequate….. I would have preferred video rather than telephone, 
because I find that having the visual connection as well as the verbal connection adds to the discussion. (P2)

I think that is the thing, trying to get a rapport with a doctor you don’t know is pretty impossible over the 
phone…..(P5)

I thought that telehealth delivers a great service, but it was very impersonal at first. (P10)
Suitability for appointment type It [cancer diagnosis] was the worst thing anyone could possibly say to us so it’s a lot easier for us if someone 

was looking at us and explaining what our situation is in a face to face manner, than over the phone. (C4)
I would be quite happy to go with telehealth but if I had more pressing problems I would probably opt for face-

to-face. (P12)
I prefer face to face, unless it’s just for a script or something, I would use it to renew a script. It's important to 

have that face to face [consultation] (C3)
Adequate for monitoring? I didn’t have an examination for the year of COVID and that did cause me some concern even though my CA 

125 is so low. So I think any doctor would say it’s fine, not having examination. But it did cause me some 
concern (P9)

When you walk into a surgery, doctors are taking your appearance in, when they talk to you on the phone or 
looking at you on video they don’t get a real picture of what you are actually doing, how you are looking. 
They don’t get an accurate picture of you as a person and what is actually happening. They don’t see you get 
out of a chair, drink a cup of coffee. (P10)

When I had a face-to-face consultation, I was able to have a much more thorough conversation, which bought 
out an issue that was concerning me to do with bowel function which led me to have a colonoscopy which 
then found pre-cancerous polyps. (P13)
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Adequacy for monitoring While the lack of a physical exam-
ination was noted as a limitation, comments suggested this 
was only one aspect of feeling monitored. The lack of visual 
contact when phones were used created concerns regard-
ing adequate monitoring of health. People discussed how 
doctors use body language, including how someone walks, 
how they dress and how they respond to questions, to form 
assessments of health and function. The absence of differ-
ent visual cues created concern that health issues would be 
missed. Participants noted that the lack of incidental con-
versations could also limit their doctor’s ability to identify 
potential health issues. Several participants reported previ-
ous experiences where an incidental conversation or their 
doctor’s interpretation of their physical appearance, led to 
tests or investigations that identified further health issues. 
Comments suggested concern that these health issues would 
have been missed with telehealth.

Involving carers

Many patient participants noted that telehealth made it more 
difficult for their carers to participate in appointments. They 
noted that they were never asked if a carer wanted to attend 
an appointment and while reflecting that they could put the 
call on speaker if the carer wanted to participate or invite 
the carer to the video call, this was made difficult if the 
carer had not set time aside for the appointment. Patients 
noted that carers often helped to remember questions as well 
as the content of appointments; without carers, patients felt 
questions could be more easily forgotten (see Table 4 for 
exemplar quotes).

Carers had mixed experiences of telehealth. Carers with 
more positive experiences tended to have video appoint-
ments where they were included in appointments simply 
by sitting next to the patient for the consultation. Negative 
experiences related to telephone-based appointments as well 

Table 4  Exemplar quotes relating to themes: ‘Where do carers fit?’ and ‘optimising telehealth’s inclusion’

Theme Exemplar quote

Involving carers I feel I need to be at appointment to ask the questions so it's very hard, with telehealth for us both to be there at the same time. 
It’s easy to say “I can't come to work today because I'm going to the hospital then to say “I need time off [for telehealth con-
sultation] because it’s like a phone call” (C4)

The biggest problem that I have with it is that my husband couldn’t come into my treatment consultations with me. He has 
been with me from the beginning at every consultation but in the telehealth ones of course he’s not necessarily around to be 
involved. He has missed that particularly because I have to relay information to him second hand. And sometimes you forget 
what you want to tell the doctor …quite often he would back me up and say you have forgotten to tell her [doctor] about such 
and such. Quite often your carer will come up with questions that I hadn’t thought of, and I think that is what we miss more 
than anything with the telehealth. (P11)

A couple of times I pop them on speaker phone so my friend can hear. My friend noticed that I was forgetting a lot of informa-
tion that they would tell me, so I needed a second pair of ears. (P3)

The doctor, especially when I do these video-conference things they should be aware that carers could be there. So I think 
the doctor or the specialist should be saying ‘is your wife/husband there?’ and they should bring them into the conversation 
straightaway, instead of me saying ‘my wife is here’ (P18)

Optimal 
inclusion of 
telehealth

There’s probably a bit of criticism around telehealth, but I think it’s it is a really great format. Really something that should be 
rolled out. (P1)

I know it’s subsidized by the government, but I think the option should be there for [telehealth] to be kept on, to give people 
the option. (P18)

I think video health that would be, that’s the only way I can do it. I don’t think I’d do telephone. (P1)
video would be better [then telephone] because it’s nice to see who you are speaking to (P6)
Making sure that the health system gives people the option of what type of appointment they want, but also providing people 

with the information about when is a good time for a telehealth appointment versus when a face-to-face appointment is 
needed (P11)

“The opportunity for telehealth or maybe every second or third visit be a face to face so that you can still build that rapport 
with your clinician. (P21)

I think it should be a mix of telehealth and face to face contact, because you have to go in for your scans. Not losing physical 
contact is important, often you think about things on the spot or you can have a question answered. I like the telehealth, but 
you need a mixture of both. If people like physical examinations, they shouldn’t be doing telehealth. If it’s just about the 
return of results I think you could do that on telehealth. (P2)

It would help if they gave some instructions on how it’s going to go, this would also help your partner. ….. Using telehealth 
there were no instructions on how the meetings were going to run or what was going to happen. You didn’t know if your 
partner could be there or anything like that. (P8)
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as the type of appointment/stage of care. One regional carer 
reported her terminally ill husband was only offered tele-
phone appointments; this excluded her from appointments 
and restricted information flow regarding his care needs.

Optimising the use of telehealth

Most patients and carers thought telehealth had a place in 
their ongoing care but wanted to ensure it was there to ben-
efit patients (Table 4 for exemplar quotes). All participants 
noted the importance of patients choosing when to have 
a telehealth appointment with these decisions needing to 
consider appointment type, familiarity with the doctor, and 
time since the last in-person appointment. Patients and car-
ers considered blending telehealth with in-person appoint-
ments was ideal as this would ensure personal connections 
could develop with health professionals while enhancing 
convenience when in-person appointments were not needed.

Discussion

Similar to other countries [31–33], Australia rapidly 
expanded the use of telehealth in response to the COVID-
19 pandemic to ensure access to health care while reduc-
ing demands on hospitals and limiting social interaction 
[1]. However, despite recommendations that telehealth 
appointments make use of video technology, the majority 
of telehealth appointments in Australia were conducted via 
the telephone [1, 7]. The current study identified a range of 
responses to telehealth in Australians affected by cancer, 
which included recognising benefits along with limitations 
including appointments feeling more transactional and gen-
erating concerns regarding the adequate monitoring of their 
health. While these limitations were found regardless of the 
technology used, they were most evident for telephone-based 
consultations. The inclusion of carers in telehealth appoint-
ments was also seen as difficult with telephone appoint-
ments again presenting greater problems. As all participants 
expressed interest in maintaining telehealth as an option for 
their health care, protocols and procedures need to be devel-
oped to address concerns regarding the quality of care [34].

Responses to telehealth were influenced by perceptions 
regarding the quality of care. Previous work has noted that 
the lack of a physical examination is a key limitation to tele-
health reducing perceptions of care quality [9, 10, 35]. While 
this concern was evident in our data, this was not the only 
factor influencing the quality of care perceptions: the lack of 
visual contact with telephone-based appointments and lim-
ited visual contact with video appointments also influenced 
concerns. Patient participants were aware that doctors use 
many different tools to assess their health including body 

language, gait, and information gathered through incidental 
conversations and were concerned that these cues were miss-
ing in telehealth. Other Australian studies have found that 
patients have less confidence in doctors’ ability to monitor 
health with telehealth [10, 17, 19]. While some international 
studies have suggested that the lack of physical contact and 
limited visual cues in telehealth present challenges to health 
professionals [15, 36], other studies suggest that doctors 
compensate for this in video consultations by increasing 
their use of and attention to body language [36]. Australian 
patients’ concerns regarding the adequacy of their monitor-
ing through telehealth may reflect the use of the telephone 
and unfamiliarity with these appointment types.

Like others [10, 35, 37], we found satisfaction with tel-
ehealth depended on whether there was an existing relation-
ship with the clinician and the reason for the consultation. 
When appointments were with a familiar doctor and for 
check-ups, they were satisfactory, although perhaps more 
‘business-like’. Others have noted the different ‘feel’ of tel-
ehealth consultations with one study reporting patients see 
them as ‘cold and impersonal’ [20] and a review finding 
the perception of these appointments as impersonal a bar-
rier for health professionals [38]. In our study, telehealth 
appointments were frequently described as transactional or 
business-like, suggesting that the more patient-centred or 
personal aspect of appointments was missing. An early study 
looking at patient-doctor communication in video-based tel-
ehealth appointments compared to in-person appointments 
found that video consultations were more doctor-centred 
with patients asking fewer questions [39]. Most appoint-
ments cancer patients have will be clinician initiated, with 
clinicians having a clear understanding of what they want to 
assess/monitor in appointments. To reduce the transactional 
feeling of telehealth appointments, developing clinicians’ 
skills in assessing and responding to verbal and nonverbal 
cues patients provide during a telehealth appointment will 
be important. Studies have suggested that patients can feel 
connected and can develop a rapport with doctors when 
using video- or telephone-based telehealth [14, 33, 40, 41]. 
Training for health professionals regarding communication 
skills for use in telehealth appointments will be important to 
ensure ongoing quality of care for patients [42].

Carers in our study had a range of experiences with some 
finding the reduction in travel and associated difficulties 
with transporting high-needs patients beneficial, while oth-
ers found them impersonal and lacked support. Response 
of carers often related to the type of appointment telehealth 
was used for and how easily they were included. Replicating 
experiences with in-person appointments, patients reported 
they were not asked if they wanted to have someone with 
them during their telehealth appointment. However, while 
carers can just attend in-person appointments, their inclu-
sion in telehealth appointments depended on the technology 
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used, with video more inclusive than the telephone. A survey 
study of Australian cancer patients and carers also noted 
the difficulties carers faced in attending telephone-based tel-
ehealth appointments [10]. Similar to findings from the cur-
rent study, that study also found that the exclusion of carers 
from appointments made it more difficult for them to provide 
the same sort of support to patients. In contrast, work from 
New Zealand suggests that moving to video-based telehealth 
made it easier for the family to attend appointments and be 
involved in care [37]. More work is needed to understand the 
experiences of carers in telehealth and to develop effective 
strategies to ensure they can be included in appointments 
when appropriate.

Optimal cancer care involves a team approach to care 
with relevant health care professionals (including support-
ive care professionals) reviewing and discussing treatment 
options and management plans [43]. In our study, few par-
ticipants discussed appointments involving multiple clini-
cians or those delivered by nurses or allied health. Further 
work is needed to explore the use of telehealth for nursing or 
allied health consultations and when consultations involve 
more than one health professional.

Our study has a number of limitations that must be noted. 
We recruited people through social media posts, support 
groups, and email lists associated with large well-known 
cancer support and advocacy organisations. This approach 
may have meant our sample was technology and internet 
literate. While we spoke to a range of people with cancer, 
our sample of carers was relatively small and mainly limited 
to carers of prostate cancer. Others have noted difficulties 
with recruiting informal carers into research projects with 
low involvement associated with the carer’s gender, prefer-
ence to focus on patient welfare, and lack of time [44]. As 
we recruited participants through patient and cancer organi-
sations’ supporter networks informal carers may not be as 
connected to these networks reducing their exposure to study 
information. As our results suggest telehealth delivered via a 
telephone has a substantial impact on the involvement of car-
ers in cancer care further work focusing on carers is needed. 
As interviews were conducted in English, the experiences of 
those from other linguistic and cultural backgrounds need 
to be explored.

The expansion of telehealth during 2020 allowed cancer 
patients access to their health care team while reducing risk 
of exposure to COVID-19. While telehealth is associated 
with many benefits, these were balanced against concerns 
regarding its potential negative impact on the quality of care. 
Greater access to video technology for telehealth appoint-
ments and availability of technological support for clinicians 
and consumers to ensure adequate access may alleviate some 

concerns and assist with the inclusion of carers. Our findings 
strongly support recommendations that clinical appropriate-
ness and patient choice are the foundation principles in the 
design of telehealth systems and the development of guide-
lines for its use [8]. They also support the need for training 
health professionals in how to communicate and build sup-
portive environments for patients via telehealth [42].

Acknowledgements We would like to thank and acknowledge our 
interview participants for sharing their experiences and thoughts relat-
ing to telehealth for cancer care. The project team would also like to 
thank the many organisations that assisted with study promotion, and 
we particularly acknowledge and thank Breast Cancer Network Aus-
tralia for their assistance with participant recruitment

Author contribution Conceptualization: AP, VW, AB, IS, SS, RB, 
and JT; methodology: AP, VW, AB, IS, SS, NM-D, and KA; formal 
analysis: ST and VW; writing—original draft preparation: VW and AP; 
writing—review and editing: VW, AP, ST, IS, SS, RB, JT, NM-D, and 
KA; project administration: AB, VW, and AP; funding acquisition: 
AP, VW, IS, and SS. All authors have read and agreed to the published 
version of the manuscript.

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by CAUL and 
its Member Institutions This research was funded by the Victorian 
Integrated Cancer Services and Cancer Council Victoria.

Data availability The data that support the findings of this study are 
available from the corresponding author on reasonable request. The 
data are not publicly available due to privacy and ethical restrictions.

Code availability Not applicable.

Declarations 

Ethics approval The research had ethical approval from Deakin Uni-
versity (reference HEAG-H 203_2020).

Consent to participate Informed consent was obtained from all par-
ticipants involved in the study.

Consent for publication Not applicable.

Competing interests The authors declare no competing interests.

Open Access  This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, 
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes 
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are 
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated 
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in 
the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a 
copy of this licence, visit http:// creat iveco mmons. org/ licen ses/ by/4. 0/.

6666 Supportive Care in Cancer (2022) 30:6659–6668

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


1 3

References

 1. Hall Dykgraaf S, Desborough J, de Toca L, Davis S, Roberts L, 
Munindradasa A et al (2021) “A decade’s worth of work in a mat-
ter of days”: the journey to telehealth for the whole population in 
Australia. Int J Med Inform 151:104483

 2. Duffy S, Lee TH (2018) In-person health care as option B. N Engl 
J Med 378(2):104–106

 3. Bradford NK, Caffery LJ, Smith AC (2016) Telehealth services in 
rural and remote Australia: a systematic review of models of care 
and factors influencing success and sustainability. Rural Remote 
Health 16(4):3808

 4. Hollander JE, Carr BG (2020) Virtually perfect? Telemedicine for 
COVID-19. N Engl J Med 382(18):1679–1681

 5. Drury A, Eicher M, Dowling M (2021) Experiences of cancer care 
during COVID-19: phase 1 results of a longitudinal qualitative 
study. Int J Nurs Stud Adv 3:100030

 6. Burbury K, Wong ZW, Yip D, Thomas H, Brooks P, Gilham L 
et al (2021) Telehealth in cancer care: during and beyond the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Intern Med J 51(1):125–133

 7. Cancer Australia (2020) Review of the impact of COVID-19 on 
medical services and procedures in Australia utilising MBS data: 
skin, breast and colorectal cancers, and telehealth services. Cancer 
Australia, Surry Hills

 8. Hallum L, Joyner S (2021) Navigating telehealth: the patients’ 
perspective. Available from: https:// ampli fy. hcnsw. org. au/ teleh 
ealth- consu ltati ons. Accessed 5th May 2021

 9. Triantafillou V, Layfield E, Prasad A, Deng J, Shanti RM, New-
man JG et al (2021) Patient Perceptions of head and neck ambu-
latory telemedicine visits: a qualitative study. Otolaryngol Head 
Neck Surg 164(5):923–931

 10. Edge R, Meyers J, Tiernan G, Li Z, Schiavuzzi A, Chan P et al 
(2021) Cancer care disruption and reorganisation during the 
COVID-19 pandemic in Australia: a patient, carer and health-
care worker perspective. PLoS One 16(9):e0257420

 11. Andrews E, Berghofer K, Long J, Prescott A, Caboral-Stevens 
M (2020) Satisfaction with the use of telehealth during COVID-
19: an integrative review. Int J Nurs Stud Adv 2:100008

 12. Orrange S, Patel A, Mack WJ, Cassetta J (2021) Patient satis-
faction and trust in telemedicine during the COVID-19 pan-
demic: retrospective observational study. JMIR Hum Factors 
8(2):e28589

 13. Ramaswamy A, Yu M, Drangsholt S, Ng E, Culligan PJ, 
Schlegel PN et al (2020) Patient satisfaction with telemedicine 
during the COVID-19 pandemic: retrospective cohort study. J 
Med Internet Res 22(9):e20786

 14. Rose S, Hurwitz HM, Mercer MB, Hizlan S, Gali K, Yu PC et al 
(2021) Patient experience in virtual visits hinges on technology 
and the patient-clinician relationship: a large survey study with 
open-ended questions. J Med Internet Res 23(6):e18488

 15. Watson L, Qi S, Delure A, Link C, Photitai E, Chmielewski L 
et al (2021) Virtual cancer care during the COVID-19 pandemic 
in Alberta: evidence from a mixed methods evaluation and key 
learnings. JCO Oncol Pract 17(9):e1354–e1361

 16. Sathiyaraj A, Lopez H, Surapaneni R (2021) Patient satisfaction 
with telemedicine for prechemotherapy evaluation during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Future Oncol 17(13):1593–1600

 17. Isautier JM, Copp T, Ayre J, Cvejic E, Meyerowitz-Katz G, 
Batcup C et al (2020) People’s experiences and satisfaction with 
telehealth during the COVID-19 pandemic in Australia: cross-
sectional survey study. J Med Internet Res 22(12):e24531

 18. Javanparast S, Roeger L, Kwok Y, Reed RL (2021) The expe-
rience of Australian general practice patients at high risk of 
poor health outcomes with telehealth during the COVID-19 
pandemic: a qualitative study. BMC Fam Pract 22(1):69

 19. Slavova-Azmanova NS, Millar L, Ives A, Saunders CM (2021) 
‘Nothing beats the doctor’s face to impart trust in their judge-
ment’: the role of telehealth in cancer care. Aust Health Rev 
45(4):521–522

 20. Slavova-Azmanova NS, Millar L, Ives A, Saunders CM (2021) 
‘Nothing beats the doctor. Aust Health Rev 45(4):521–522

 21. Huuskes BM, Scholes-Robertson N, Guha C, Baumgart A, 
Wong G, Kanellis J et al (2021) Kidney transplant recipient 
perspectives on telehealth during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Transpl Int 34(8):1517–1529

 22. Eastman P, Dowd A, White J, Carter J, Ely M (2021) Telehealth: 
rapid adoption in community palliative care due to COVID-19: 
patient and professional evaluation. BMJ Support Palliat Care. 
https:// doi. org/ 10. 1136/ bmjsp care- 2021- 002987

 23. Rogers AI (2007) The cornerstone of medicine: the physician-
patient relationship. Am J Gastroenterol 102(8):1594–1595

 24. Trevino KM, Maciejewski PK, Epstein AS, Prigerson HG 
(2015) The lasting impact of the therapeutic alliance: patient-
oncologist alliance as a predictor of caregiver bereavement 
adjustment. Cancer 121(19):3534–3542

 25. Ugalde A, Winter N, Sansom-Daly UM, Rhee J, Jongebloed H, 
Bergin RJ et al (2021) Effective integration of caregivers and 
families as part of the care team for people with cancer. Austral 
J Gen Pract 50(8):527–531

 26. Berry LL, Dalwadi SM, Jacobson JO (2017) Supporting the 
supporters: what family caregivers need to care for a loved one 
with cancer. J Oncol Pract 13(1):35–41

 27. Glajchen M (2004) The emerging role and needs of family car-
egivers in cancer care. J Support Oncol 2(2):145–155

 28. Ugalde A, Blaschke SM, Schofield P, Lambert SD, Aranda S, 
Boltong A et al (2020) Priorities for cancer caregiver interven-
tion research: a three-round modified Delphi study to inform 
priorities for participants, interventions, outcomes, and study 
design characteristics. Psychooncology 29(12):2091–2096

 29. Braun V, Clarke V (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychol-
ogy. Qual Res Psychol 3(2):77–101

 30. Tong A, Sainsbury P, Craig J (2007) Consolidated criteria 
for reporting qualitative research (COREQ): a 32-item check-
list for interviews and focus groups. Int J Qual Health Care 
19(6):349–357

 31. Garcia-Huidobro D, Rivera S, Valderrama Chang S, Bravo P, 
Capurro D (2020) System-Wide Accelerated implementation of 
telemedicine in response to COVID-19: mixed methods evalua-
tion. J Med Internet Res 22(10):e22146

 32. Phimphasone-Brady P, Chiao J, Karamsetti L, Sieja A, Johnson 
R, Macke L et al (2021) Clinician and staff perspectives on 
potential disparities introduced by the rapid implementation of 
telehealth services during COVID-19: a mixed-methods analy-
sis. Transl Behav Med 11(7):1339–1347

 33. Heeno E, Biesenbach I, Englund C, Lund M, Toft A, Lund L 
(2021) Patient perspective on telemedicine replacing physical 
consultations in urology during the COVID-19 lockdown in 
Denmark. Scand J Urol 55(3):177–183

 34. Milch V, Wang R, Der Vartanian C, Austen M, Hector D, 
Anderiesz C et al (2021) Cancer Australia consensus statement 
on COVID-19 and cancer care: embedding high value changes 
in practice. Med J Aust 215(10):479–484

 35. Lesley GC, Tahmasebi H, Meti N, Wright FC, Thawer A, 
Cheung M et al (2021) Cancer treatment during COVID-19: a 
qualitative analysis of patient-perceived risks and experiences 
with virtual care. J Patient Exp 8:23743735211039330

 36. Christensen NP, Skou KE, Danbjørg DB (2021) Health care 
professionals’ experiences with the use of video consultation: 
qualitative study. JMIR Form Res 5(7):e27094

6667Supportive Care in Cancer (2022) 30:6659–6668

https://amplify.hcnsw.org.au/telehealth-consultations
https://amplify.hcnsw.org.au/telehealth-consultations
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjspcare-2021-002987


1 3

 37. Fraser A, McNeill R, Robinson J (2021) Cancer care in a time 
of COVID: lung cancer patient’s experience of telehealth and 
connectedness. Support Care Cancer 4:1–8

 38. Scott Kruse C, Karem P, Shifflett K, Vegi L, Ravi K, Brooks M 
(2018) Evaluating barriers to adopting telemedicine worldwide: 
a systematic review. J Telemed Telecare 24(1):4–12

 39. Agha Z, Roter DL, Schapira RM (2009) An evaluation of 
patient-physician communication style during telemedicine 
consultations. J Med Internet Res 11(3):e36

 40. Primholdt Christensen N, Danbjørg DB (2018) Use of video 
consultations for patients with hematological diseases 
from a patient perspective: qualitative study. J Particip Med 
10(4):e11089

 41. Ahmed ME, Andrews JR, Joshi VB, Mynderse LA, Tollefson 
MK, Karnes RJ et al (2021) Patient satisfaction of telemedi-
cine visits in an advanced prostate cancer clinic during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Mayo Clin Proc Innov Qual Outcomes 
5(3):689–692

 42. Modic MB, Neuendorf K, Windover AK (2020) Enhancing your 
webside manner: optimizing opportunities for relationship-cen-
tered care in virtual visits. J Patient Exp 7(6):869–877

 43. Cancer Australia (2019) All about multidisciplinary care. 
Available from: https:// www. cance raust ralia. gov. au/ system/ tdf/ 
guide lines/ all_ about_ multi disci plina ry_ care. pdf? file= 1& type= 
node& id= 3552. Accessed 13th Dec 2021

 44. Song L, Qan’ir Y, Guan T, Guo P, Xu S, Jung A et al (2021) 
The challenges of enrollment and retention: a systematic review 
of psychosocial behavioral interventions for patients with 
cancer and their family caregivers. J Pain Symptom Manage 
62:e279–e304

Publisher's note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

6668 Supportive Care in Cancer (2022) 30:6659–6668

https://www.canceraustralia.gov.au/system/tdf/guidelines/all_about_multidisciplinary_care.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=3552
https://www.canceraustralia.gov.au/system/tdf/guidelines/all_about_multidisciplinary_care.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=3552
https://www.canceraustralia.gov.au/system/tdf/guidelines/all_about_multidisciplinary_care.pdf?file=1&type=node&id=3552

	Telehealth cancer care consultations during the COVID-19 pandemic: a qualitative study of the experiences of Australians affected by cancer
	Abstract
	Background 
	Method 
	Results 
	Discussion and conclusions 

	Introduction
	Method
	Results
	Quality of care concerns
	Involving carers
	Optimising the use of telehealth
	Discussion
	Acknowledgements 
	References


