
Cancer & Severe Persistent 
Mental Illness: a Syndemic That 

Matters to All of Us

Dr. Oyedeji Ayonrinde FRCPsych, MBA
Professor, Department of Psychiatry, Queen’s University

Division Chair, Community Mental Health, Providence Care



The Sarah Ann Campbell 
Memorial Lecture



Sarah CAMPBELL Obituary

CAMPBELL, Sarah Ann - Passed away 
peacefully on June 8, 2013. Bravely 
survived schizophrenia and Multiple 
Sclerosis but lost her battle with cancer. 
Born to Maureen Kushnir and Robert 
Campbell October 27, 1967, Toronto. 
Survived by companion Robert; two 
children, Jessica and Randy and their 
adoptive mother, Susan; sisters Anna 
and Alexina. 

Died: 45 years 7months

Today: 58 years, 1 month
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Objectives

• To understand and explain the syndemic of cancer and severe 
persistent mental illness

• Provide and overview of the major challenges in cancer care for 
persons with severe and persistent mental illness



https://www.ccohealth.ca/en/what-we-do/general-

health/chronic-disease-prevention/strategy2020



Severe Mental Illness

– Schizophrenia

– Bipolar Disorder

– Schizoaffective Disorder

– Traumatic Brain Injury



Cancer(s)



Syndemics
synergistic epidemic involving the clustering of  two or 
more diseases within a population ; the biological, social  
& psychological interaction of the diseases and the 
large-scale social forces that  precipitate disease 
clustering  in first place 



Syndemic Criteria

1. Two (or more) diseases or health 
conditions cluster within a 
specific population

2. Contextual and social factors 
create the conditions in which 
two (or more) diseases or health 
conditions cluster

3. The clustering of diseases 
results in adverse disease 
interaction, either biological or 
social or behavioural, increasing 
the health burden of affected 
populations.



Cancer SMI

SYNDEMICS



The Syndemic Lexicon



Syndemic 
vulnerability

• Integration of epidemiological 
and experiential levels of 
analysis of multiple, 
overlapping social and health 
problems that increase 
morbidity and mortality as a 
result of syndemic clustering 
of social and health conditions 
within a certain context.



Syndemic 
interaction

• The co-occurrence of social 
and health conditions, 
including social–
psychological, social–
biological, and psychological–
biological interactions, which 
worsen the condition of the 
person or population afflicted.



Syndemogenesis

• The processes, pathways, and 
stages of syndemics 
development involving a 
disease–social context and 
disease–disease interactions.

Syndemic risk factor

• Social, political, economic, 
and environmental factors that 
increase the risk for clustering 
of two or more diseases.



Identification and 
description of a 
syndemics involves:

• A clear account of the diseases and health 
conditions

• Examination of the pathways or mechanisms 
of disease–disease interaction

• A clear description of the socioenvironmental 
conditions and how they are experienced by 
human minds and bodies as adversity

• Examination of the pathways of effect from 
socioenvironmental conditions to biological or 
psychological states

• Evidence of greater health burden because of 
interaction 

• Syndemics tend to reduce treatment efficacies 
and increase treatment costs



The Patient



• Rodin, G et al.

• The Human Crisis in 
Cancer: A Lancet 
Oncology Commission. 

• The lancet oncology 
November 2025..



Equity seeking
Equity deserving
Equity denied



SMI – Higher rates

– Smoking

– COPD

– Obesity

– Type II Diabetes

– Heart Disease

– Metabolic syndrome

– Substance use

– 20 years shorter life expectancy



Homelesness



Substance 
Misuse



The journey
Prevention

Screening

Diagnosis

Treatment



Recovery/ 

Survivorship

End-of-Life Care





Assertive 
Community 
Treatment 
Team

Nurse

Occupational therapy

Social worker

Concurrent disorders worker

Psychologist

Case Managers

Admin staff

Psychiatrist



Mortality 
Risk



Cancer care for individuals with schizophrenia

Cancer, Volume: 120, Issue: 3, Pages: 323-334, First published: 21 October 2013, DOI: (10.1002/cncr.28431) 



Cancer Prevention

– Targeting smoking 

– Cognitive symptoms

– Positive symptoms (delusions & 

hallucinations)

– Negative symptoms (amotivation)

– Appointment scheduling



Stigma
– Blame for health and lifestyle

– Fear of “violence”

– Self-stigma

– Diagnostic overshadowing

– Assumptions about decision making capability



Digital 
Divide



Case studies Colorectal cancer

Cervical cancer

Breast cancer

Lung cancer

Prostate cancer



Colorectal Cancer

– “My ex punched me in the tummy six 

times……I new it was going to 

damage my insides”

– “I knew they were trying to poison 

me…I couldn’t stop pooping”

– “I did very well….I only had one 

doughnut that morning”





Flexible Sigmoidoscopy/ Colonoscopy

– During the test, a doctor or registered nurse endoscopist uses a small, flexible 

tube with a tiny camera on the end to look inside the rectum and sigmoid 

colon.

– A colonoscopy is a test that allows a doctor to look at the entire colon using a 

long, flexible tube with a tiny camera on the end. During a colonoscopy, the 

doctor can also take biopsies (samples of tissue) or remove polyps that can 

become cancer over time (called pre-cancerous polyps).

–







Cervical Cancer

– “My neighbour has sex with me 
when I am asleep and stains my 
underwear”

– “I don’t have sex so I don’t need 
screening”

– “The doctors tried to put 
something inside me to make me 
pregnant”

– Living with trauma

 



Breast Cancer

– Breast examination

– “Suspicious breast mass/ 

lesion”



Lung Cancer

– “Smoking stops my lungs 

from getting infections….”

– Smoking cessation

– Cough

– COPD

– Weight loss



Prostate Cancer

– “No way I was going to let 

anyone put a finger in my 

bum….pervert!!!”

– Digital rectal examination 

(DRE)

–  Lower urinary tract 

symptoms



Speculum icon in flat style isolated on white background. Pregnancy symbol stock 
vector illustration. Speculum icon in flat style isolated on white background. Pregnancy 
symbol vector illustration. speculum stock illustrations

https://www.istockphoto.com/vector/speculum-icon-in-flat-style-isolated-on-white-background-pregnancy-symbol-stock-gm683229132-125412401


Pharmacotherapies

– Side effects

– Synergies

– Cessation

– *Clozapine



Treatment

– Duration

– Frequency

– Pump

– Follow up



Surgery

– Preparation

– Consent

– Post-op rehabilitation



Side Effects

– Chemotherapy

– Antipsychotics

– Tolerability

– Hair loss

– Neuropathies



Ethical Issues

– Consent

– Refusal of screening

– Refusal of procedures

– Refusal of surgery

– Refusal of treatment

– Palliative options



Recovery / 
Remission



End of Life



CaSMIP – Cancer & Severe Mental 
Illness Project
– A critical systems approach

– An intersectoral interdisciplinary systems thinking 

paradigm, whereby problem solvers aim to intervene in order to 

improve problematical social situations

– ……..join us!



Health 
Information and 
Literacy



Problem Solving – 
personalized 
collaborative care



Community Engaged 
Interventions







Funding 
Services
Research



“I just couldn’t wait in 

the ER for 8 hours” 



“I don’t have a mailing 

address…and I don’t have a 

cellphone…I don’t know 

where I will stay tonight”



“They hardly understood 

anything that was said during 

the appointment” - ACT Team 

Member







Don’t Leave Me 
Behind: Navigating 
Cancer & Psychosis 

 
Ronnie’s Story





“Team FIT” - 2025 
• Hailey Boyer

• Nerys Carroll

• Sophia Gill









With consent



With consent of 
companion 
housemate



x 1080
With cancer awareness inserts



The Blue Nail Challenge!

Kiana, Daniel, Joao,, Lorenzo, Brian, 
Salam, Teni, Amin
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Thank you!



Thank you!

Let’s leave no one behind
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