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What are they? 
 
The Macmillan grants programme was set up in 1924.  
The service provides one off payments to people affected by 
cancer who are on low incomes and in need of immediate 
assistance. Macmillan grants are available for specific items  
or services where the costs have arisen from, or are associated 
with a cancer diagnosis.  
 
People affected by cancer often incur extra costs that our grants 
can help towards such as increased heating bills,  
travel to hospital, buying extra clothing and help with funding a 
much needed break.  
 

 
 
          

 
 

 
 

    
 

   
 
 

 

 
 

 

    
 

 

   
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

    

          

 
 

On average cancer patients face an extra 

£170 a month just to get to and from their 

hospital appointments.  
 

33,011 people diagnosed with cancer 

received a Macmillan grant in 2014
.5
  

 

 

Every day around 36 people receive heating 

grants from Macmillan so they can keep the 
heating on when they really need to.
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83% of cancer patients are impacted 

financially as a direct result of cancer.
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‘For travelling expenses of £40 per 
week plus your car parking and I 
was only getting £70, the grant 
made a big difference. It felt like I’d 
won the lottery actually. I was just 
so grateful for the grant.’   
 

57% of people who received Macmillan 

grants report that they became happier or 
less depressed since receiving the grant.
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For those with severe financial difficulties the 
grant is often described as a wind-fall and 
can act to reduce stress and anxiety in the 
face of mounting problems associated with 
the cancer diagnosis and treatment.
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This Impact Brief is part of a suite of Impact Briefs 
which provide evidence about the impact of 
Macmillan’s direct and indirect services, available at 
www.macmillan.org.uk/impactbriefs 
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macmillan.org.uk/impactbriefs 

 

 

http://www.macmillan.org.uk/impactbriefs
http://www.macmillan.org.uk/impactbriefs
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The Macmillan grants programme is one of the services that Macmillan provides directly,  
alongside online services and the Macmillan Support Line, offering information, support  
and advice. The Macmillan has been awarding grants to help with the cost of cancer since 1924. 
 

People affected by cancer often incur extra costs, and can suffer from a reduced income because ill 
health can affect the ability to work. Macmillan awards grants to support cancer patients meet a variety 
of needs. These include immediate practical needs such as paying increased heating bills to meeting 
costs resulting from regular travel to hospital, to helping support people to fund a much needed break.  

 
  

 

 

 The financial cost of cancer 
83% of cancer patients’ households are impacted financially by a cancer 
diagnosis. Extra costs which people affected by cancer incur include increased 
heating and water bills, increased travel costs to and from hospital and a 
change in dietary or clothing requirements. There are often also extra household 
items that need to be purchased as a direct result of cancer such as liquidisers, 
wheelchairs and stair lifts, which, in many cases are not budgeted for.  
 

 Macmillan Grants at a time of need 
The long-established Macmillan grants programme provides payments to 
people affected by cancer who are on low incomes and in need of immediate 
assistance. The grants help meet urgent unmet costs that have arisen from the 
cancer diagnosis and its treatment. 

 
 Macmillan grants are gratefully received and have a positive effect on the lives 

of people with cancer. Macmillan grants meet urgent practical needs which 
would otherwise not be met. Grants are also awarded for things such as 
financing a much needed break or doing something to create lasting  
memories with loved ones.  
 

 Well being 
In addition, although the effect on well-being differs depending on the original 
need, the receipt of a grant helps to reduce stress and anxiety, promote feelings 
of relief and control and enables people affected by cancer to have a more 
positive outlook on life. 

 



4 
  

 
 
 

 
 
 

Need for financial assistance  
 
Debt and health 
In the current economic climate many people are experiencing financial difficulties. According to the 
Money Charity, the level of UK household debt in 2014 stood at £521 per adult (as of Aug 2014). During 
the same period, households spent almost £80 on water, electricity and gas every day.1 There is a link 
between income and health, people with a higher disposable income also tend to have better health, 
According to the OECD around 88% of UK adults with a disposable income in the top 20% rate their 
health as ‘good’ or ‘very good’, compared to around 69% for those with a disposable income in the 
bottom 20%.2  
 
Increased costs 
There are over 200 different cancer types and each affects individuals in a different way. This means 
that among others there is a broad range of financial needs. Examples of the direct and indirect costs of 
cancer are increased travel costs to and from hospital, extra bedding and a change in clothing 
requirements (as a result of significant weight loss). In addition there are often extra household items 
which become necessities as a result of cancer and its treatment such as liquidizers, wheelchairs and 
stair lifts.16  
 
Fuel costs can also increase for some people living with cancer as some treatments can leave people 
feeling the cold more acutely. Every day more than 36 people receive heating grants from Macmillan so 
that they can keep the heating on when they really need to. People with cancer can also experience 
changes in body shape and size. Badly fitting clothes are uncomfortable and can also be a constant 
reminder of their illness.6 
 
The most widespread cost facing cancer patients is the cost of travelling to and, parking at, hospital, or 
making other healthcare visits. Approximately 70% of cancer patients face extra travel incurring on 
average £170 a month.   

 
Ability to work 
Further to a cancer diagnosis people may face new or increasing debt as a result of their change in 
circumstances.3 A Macmillan study shows that 83% of cancer patients are impacted financially as a 
direct result of cancer. Cancer affects people of all ages but the financial burden often impacts people of 
a working age the greatest. A third (33%) of respondents had stopped working permanently or 
temporarily and 8% worked reduced hours or took unpaid leave.9  
 
Cancer patients and their carers who were interviewed as part of a study into the financial burden of 
cancer made the following statements: 4 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. What is the issue? 

‘I spend more on special foods 
[SIC] for him because he can't 
swallow a lot of things. He was 
in hospital in Glasgow so travel 
costs for me to visit were 
expensive.’ 4  

 

Carer of cancer patient 

 

‘He had lost an awful lot of 
weight so we had to buy new 
clothes. New sheets, laundry 
bills, washing powder and 
conditioner.’ 4 
 

Carer of cancer patient 
 

‘I have increased electricity and 

gas bills because I can't take 
heat nor cold.  If it is too hot I 
have to have a fan on, if it is  
cold I have to have the heating 
on. Because I cannot reach the 
washing line since having 
surgery I have to tumble dry  
the washing.’ 4 
 
Cancer patient 
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Some financial difficulties exacerbated by the cancer 
diagnosis and treatment are so severe that patients are 
at financial breaking point. 
 
Unplanned, extra costs associated with cancer provoke 
worries about current and future finances especially to 
those with dependent children, mortgages, and other 
commitments.16 

 
Financial burden also increases anxiety and stress in the 
patient and their carer. One person affected by cancer 
commented that the financial difficulties arising as a 
result of their diagnosis were ‘more of a worry than the 
cancer’.16  

 

 
 
 

The Macmillan grants programme has existed in one form or another since 1924.8 The service provides 
one off amounts to people affected by cancer for specific items or services where the costs have arisen 
from, or are associated at least in part, with the cancer diagnosis. This can include things such as 
heating bills, extra clothing, or a much needed break.  
 
The Macmillan grants programme is one of the services that Macmillan provides directly, alongside 
online and phone line services offering information, support and advice.  
 
In 2014 33,011 people with cancer received a Macmillan grant totalling around £10 million in the year. 5 

The majority of Macmillan grants in 2014 were awarded to help with the cost of fuel, followed by clothing 
costs.6,  
 
Applications are made by patients through health or social care professionals who complete an 
application form on their behalf. Grants are means tested and applicants must fulfil the following criteria 
to be eligible: 
 

 A current diagnosis of cancer  

 A net disposable income of less than £170 for a single person, £289 for a couple and £85  
for each child (excl mortgage/rent, council tax, insurance, water rates and child maintenance)7 

 Savings of less than £6,000 for an individual or £8,000 for a couple/household.8  
 
 Macmillan grants are awarded in the form of cheques and are given for specific items however the 
application does allow patients a certain degree of freedom to fund items that will have the biggest 

beneficial impact for them at the present time.8 

 
Referrals to the Macmillan grants team are from a wide range of sources including nurses and 
Macmillan badged benefits advisers.4 Although Macmillan grants are a direct service designed to help 
with immediate, urgent needs by providing money for specific items the grants team can also provide a 
signposting service to the Macmillan welfare rights advice team and refer patients on for longer term 
financial assistance if needed. 
 

  
‘I had £5 in the end. The family 
doctor said ‘Don’t go back to 
work’ but because of the 
financial problems I had to.  
To pay my mortgage, to  
support my family.’ 16 

 
Cancer patient 

 

2. What is Macmillan doing to address the issue? 
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The Macmillan grants service should be viewed in addition to existing statutory services and not as a 
replacement. 
 
Patients described positive experiences of applying for and receiving Macmillan grants and the scheme 
was praised by all who used it. The application system was straightforward, user-friendly and the 
questions appropriate to people with cancer.16  
 

 

Reasons for grant applications   

Those affected by cancer apply for Macmillan grants to help cover the cost of a variety of needs, from 
immediate financial needs, to purchasing essential equipment and for doing something to help create 
lasting memories for loved ones. In 2014 almost 27% of the grants awarded were used to meet 
additional fuel costs, approximately 25% for clothing needs and 9.7% were used for hospital fares.9  
 
The reasons people apply for grants can be broken down into 3 main areas 
 
1. To help with an urgent, immediate financial need e.g. travel cost, heating bill, extra bedding  

or clothing 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. To buy something that will help people affected by cancer manage their day to day living and 

which they could otherwise not afford e.g. a wheelchair, stair lift or washing machine.10 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3. To create lasting memories for those in need of respite or for those who wish to reflect 

following a terminal cancer diagnosis. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 

7

 A fuel grant from Macmillan can enable people with cancer to leave their heating on 
when they really need to. A Macmillan grant was awarded to one cancer patient so 
that they could buy solid fuel and use the extra electricity they needed as well. 
Previously they had being relying on donations of broken pieces of fencing and 
furniture to use as firewood. 

 

7

 One lady tells of how a Macmillan grant enabled her to buy a microwave so that she 
could prepare meals quickly when she was undergoing treatment and feeling very ill. 
The grant also allowed her to buy new bedding and a quilt cover, which kept her warm 
and helped her to rest more effectively.  

 
 

7,

 Following lengthy treatments for Lymphoma, a 50 year old woman received very good 
news about her prognosis. Having experienced years of anxiety, sleepless nights and 
many physical side effects from treatment, she wanted a short break away with her 
husband to celebrate their good news. As she had not been able to work for some time 
finances were a problem. However, a grant from Macmillan made this possible. In 2013 
Macmillan gave over £500,000 to help people with the cost of a  
much needed break. 9 
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4. To buy something which will create a lasting memory e.g. a family photo shoot  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

In the short term  

 

i) Practical needs  

The prime reason for a Macmillan grant is to 
meet urgent, practical needs arising as a 
result of a cancer diagnosis. Feedback from 
recipients of the grants confirm that without 
the grant they would  not have been able to 
travel to their treatment at hospital, buy 
essential clothing and bedding or purchase 
mobility aids such as wheelchairs.10  
 
It is often the case that people with limited 
income and low savings have the most urgent 
immediate needs. A 2009 report concluded 
that Macmillan is reaching those most at need, 
in particular those from ethnic minorities and 
low social-economic groups. 11  
 

People who received Macmillan grants say 
that they are able to pay urgent heating and water bills and keep up with their mortgage payments. They 
felt relieved and now have fewer money difficulties.7  
 
Most Macmillan grants are paid out within 3 working days and as such the benefits can be felt  
almost immediately. 91% of Macmillan grant recipients surveyed reported that they received the grant  
in time.8  

7

A girl with an incurable brain tumour wanted a set of portrait photos of herself together with 
her family. As a result of her illness she was unable to tolerate flash photography and the 
sitting needed to be done outside.  This was a sizeable expense that the family could ill 
afford, but was possible with financial help from Macmillan.   

 
After taking up the offer of ‘refresher’ piano lessons at his local hospice a 66 year old man 
with prostate cancer requested, and was awarded, a Macmillan grant to tune an old piano 
that he had been given. His aim, which had given him a real lift and sense of purpose, was to 
practice at home so that he could play well enough to entertain other people at the hospice.   

3. What is the impact of receiving a Macmillan 

Grant? 

‘I received a Macmillan Grant, which 
allowed me to buy a microwave. This 
helps me to prepare meals quickly 
when I am undergoing treatment and 
feeling very ill. The grant also 
allowed me to buy new bedding and 
a quilt cover, which keep me warm 
and help me rest more effectively.’ 10 
 

Cancer patient 
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ii) Travel and parking  

From some the impact of the grant had a positive effect on reduction of worry around how they were 
going to get to their treatment. In addition the receipt of a Macmillan grant allowed their spouse to visit 
them in hospital. 7 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

In the long term  
 
Macmillan grants have a positive impact on quality of life, reducing worry, anxiety and 
enhancing control and promoting general feelings of well-being.8  
 
i) Feeling in control 

The receipt of a Macmillan grant can enhance a patient’s feeling of control. This can lead to an 
improved ability to self-manage and to improvements in general wellbeing. By solving one problem, a 
Macmillan grant can allow recipients to better concentrate on coping with other issues.7  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

ii) Reducing depression 

The receipt of a Macmillan grant has also been shown to reduce longer-term stress and depression. In 
one survey all patients who had received a Macmillan grant believed the receipt of this financial support 
served to reduce stress.12 

‘For travelling expenses of £40 
per week plus your car parking 
and I was only getting £70, the 
Macmillan grant made a big 
difference. It felt like I’d won the 
lottery actually. I was just  
so grateful for  
the grant.’ 16 

 

Cancer patient 
 

‘During my illness I was struggling to find the 

money to keep my car on the road and pay 

for petrol to get to and from hospital for 

treatment each day.  Then my Macmillan 

nurse recommended me for a grant, and I 

received £180 to help me tax the car and 

pay for petrol.  Without this grant I don’t 

know how I would have managed and I want 

to say what a huge difference it made to me 

during a very stressful time.’ 10 

 

Cancer patient 

 

‘In the daily life of the 
terminally ill, many choices 
are taken out of the patient’s 
hands. A [Macmillan] grant 
can restore some of these 
choices.’ 7 
 

Cancer patient 

 

‘I never expected cancer to be so 
expensive but Macmillan has 
given me peace of  
mind at a time when my life's 
been turned upside down.’ 10  
 

Cancer patient 
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In another survey 57% recorded that they became happier or less depressed since receiving the grant.11  

 

Any actions that reduce stress help aid people’s recovery and put all energy into recovery rather than 
worrying about money.12  
 

iii) Reducing stress and anxiety 

For those with severe financial difficulties the 
grant is often described as a wind-fall and can 
act to reduce stress and anxiety in the face of 
mounting problems associated with the cancer 
diagnosis and treatment.13 
 

iv) Increasing mobility 

For some, the receipt of grant brings greater 
mobility and freedom, enabling them to retain 
independence and dignity as well as maintain 
social connections within the community. 

 
  

 
 
 
 

  
 

 

 

v) Creating lasting memories 

A number of people affected by cancer expressed concern over the inability to afford holidays. 
Macmillan grants can provide the opportunity for a respite from gruelling treatment by enabling people 

affected by cancer and their families to spend time together 
away from home.  
 
In other cases where the cancer was terminal patients 
wanted one last family holiday to create happy memories for 
everyone concerned.16 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

vi) Improving general well-being and outlook on life 

There is evidence that the receipt of Macmillan grant can 
improve a cancer patient’s outlook on life. One survey 

‘It has improved the way I am able to 
cope with day to day living. My 
family also benefit from my stair lift 
as it helps them to help me remain 
as independent as possible.’ 8  
 

Cancer patient 
 

‘The grant of £400 came at a time 
of serious financial worry for me. 
The speed and efficiency of 
receiving it made it a simple 
procedure and I am extremely 
grateful for this help.’ 8 

 
Cancer patient 
 

‘We can now go for a walk 
together (me on my scooter) 
and have days out together. 
Our quality of life has much 
improved.’ 8  
 

Cancer patient 

 

‘They ‘I was very tired and 
weary of being ill all the 
time. The idea of a holiday 
to look forward to lifted my 
spirits and gave me 
motivation to carry on 
being positive.’ 8  
 

Cancer patient 
 

‘It arrived with sensitive words 
and so I did not feel guilty for 
accepting. We really can’t thank 
Macmillan enough!’ 8 
 

Cancer patient 
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reported that the receipt of the grant gave cancer patients security and a sense of hope.11 
 
In addition any help such as information, advice, supportive action and actual financial support, which 
was easily accessible was highly valued and had positive effects on people’s state of mind.16 
 

 

A cancer diagnosis can cause varying degrees of financial stress and hardship. The receipt of a 
Macmillan grant helps meet an immediate, urgent financial need such as paying a heating bill, travel 
cost or buying clothing. Alternatively it can have help pay for items with an enduring benefit such as a 
wheelchair or washing machine. Some cancer patients use the grant to pay for much needed respite 
from treatment, spending time with their families, reflecting and creating lasting memories. 
 
Macmillan grants are gratefully received and have a positive effect on the lives of people with cancer. 
The effect on well-being differs depending on the original need for the grant but ranges from a reduction 
to stress and anxiety to feelings of relief, control and a more positive outlook on life. 
 

Macmillan continues to award grants to cancer patients in financial need and urgently needs 
more charitable donations to keep providing this service supporting cancer patients and  
their families. Go to www.macmillan.org.uk/donate or call 0300 1000 200 to make a donation. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.macmillan.org.uk/donate
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