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Individual Meaning-Centered Psychotherapy for Patients with Advanced 
Cancer
William S Breitbart, Shannon R Poppito. Published by: Oxford University Press. Price: £19.99. ISBN: 978-0-19-983724-3.

Meaning-Centered Group Psychotherapy for Patients with Advanced Cancer
William S Breitbart, Shannon R Poppito. Published by: Oxford University Press. Price: £19.99. ISBN: 978-0-19-983725-0. 

T he importance of understanding the needs 
of terminally ill patients, particularly as they 
confront death during their last months of 

life cannot be underestimated. Their emotional and 
spiritual needs are as valuable as their physical and 
palliative needs. However, their life is made short 
only if they fail to live the many moments of their 
life as “meaningful” as possible. Understanding 
the clinical and spiritual/existential importance of 
meaning and the preservation of meaning as a 
concept central to a psychotherapeutic intervention 
for patients with advanced cancer patients facing 
death has led to the development of “Meaning-
Centered-Psychotherapy” (MCP) and “Meaning-
Centered Group Psychotherapy” (MCGP). Well 
structured application of MCP has been found to 
improve emotional and spiritual well being, provide 
a sense of meaning as well as reduced anxiety, 
helplessness and the desire for death. Meaning-
Centered-Psychotherapy can be applied to a group 
of individuals (MCGP) or on a one to one basis in 
a more flexible manner to a particular individual 
(IMCP), according to their convenience.

The readers of the above treatment manuals 
would be struck by realising that how little infor-
mation is available on the subject. These manuals 
present the scientific rationale for IMCP and MCGP 
as an effective intervention for patients with 
advanced cancer. They provide a detailed, easy to 
understand step-by-step guide for professionals 
interested to learn, develop and practice these 

complex therapeutic techniques in an orderly 
manner. These techniques have been proven to be 
an effective intervention for patients faced with 
despair, hopelessness and desire for hastened 
death in the absence of clinical depression, which 
we know can be successfully, treated with conven-
tional antidepressant therapies.

Patients confronting an existential crisis of loss 
of meaning, value and purpose during terminal 
stages of their health can be helped using these 
interventions. These manuals do provide useful, easy 
to follow guidance for appropriate patient selection 
and homework assignments for patients to be able 
to reflect and share during the sessions. The goal 
of these novel interventions is to reduce despair, 
demoralisation, hopelessness and the desire for 
hastened death by enhancing a sense of meaning 
during their last phase of the journey of life. It can 
also help many to understand the meaning of life 
and achieve a sense of spiritual peace which could 
be the most important need of the person. Overall, 
the manuals are well written with clear style and 
provide a valuable tool to professionals frequently 
confronted with terminally ill patients in their day to 
day practice. One of my general observation; these 
manuals are not for practicing surgeons or oncolo-
gists but for the professionals with wider interest in 
providing psychotherapy for their patients.

Dr Sunil Upadhyay, Consultant Clinical Oncology,  
Castle Hill Hospital, Hull, UK.
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