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Tools to Help Measure Distress 

Sometimes it’s hard to talk about distress1 in a way that helps your cancer care team
understand how much you’re having and how it’s affecting you.

Distress screening

You've probably been asked to give a pain level based on a scale of 0 to 10 during
doctor and hospital visits. The pain scale works like this: You might be asked, “How is
your pain right now on a scale from 0 to 10, with 0 being no pain and 10 being the worst
pain you can imagine?” This is a helpful way to measure pain. A score above 5 is
usually a sign of significant pain, and tells the health care team that the patient needs
more help to manage it.

Some cancer care teams measure distress in the same way, using a 0 to 10 scale. A
common one used by many cancer care teams is the Distress Thermometer (see
example below). Just as with the pain scale, you’re asked to choose a number from 0 to
10 that reflects how much distress you feel today and how much you felt over the past
week. Ten is the highest level of distress you can imagine, and 0 is no distress. Most
people can use this scale to rate their distress in a way that helps the cancer care team.
If your response is 4 or above, you likely have a moderate-to-high degree of distress.
Your doctor and/or cancer care team should find out more and offer some help with
your distress.

Not only does this tool tell your team about your emotional health2, but it also gives you
a chance to talk and work out problems during your visit. Surveys done in cancer clinics
have shown that up to 4 in 10 patients have significant levels of distress. You are not
alone in your distress.

Another part of the distress tool is the Problem List, or a list of things that may be
causing your distress. For this, you read through a list of common problems and mark
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possible reasons for your distress. This helps your cancer care team know where you
can best get the help you need. The list of physical problems helps you remember those
you should tell your treatment team about.

The thermometer

You are asked to circle the number (0-10) that best describes how much distress you’ve
had during the past week, including the present day.

The problem list

You are asked to check NO or YES for each problem (physical, emotional, activity,
family, social, or spiritual) that has been a cause of your distress in the past week,
including the present day. 

You can see and learn more about the Distress Thermometer and Problem List on the
3National Comprehensive Cancer Network website. 4
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