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Letter to the Editor 

Comment on “pathways to psychological wellbeing for patients with bladder cancer and their 
partners-in-care” and contextualization in the COVID-19 pandemic  
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We read with great interest the study by Heyes and Bond (2020) on a 
specific care model aimed to support the psychological needs of patients 
who are living with bladder cancer. This study underlines all factors 
which can shape the level of psychological wellbeing, with a focus on 
“availability of family and social support”, and a “positive view of in-
teractions with the health care system”. Therefore, we wish to support 
their findings of cancer patients’ responses to challenging circum-
stances, in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and our qualitative data on 
cancer patients’ needs during self-isolation at home. 

The new pandemic of COVID-19 (Richardson et al., 2020) had a 
profound impact on patients with cancer in Italy, requiring them to 
postpone their visits and quarantine at home (Holmes et al., 2020; 
Amicucci et al., 2020; Biagioli et al., 2020). Our study on 195 patients 
with cancer (mean age = 50.3 years, SD = 11.3; females = 75.9%; he-
matological malignancies = 51.3%, breast cancer = 26.2%, and other 
solid tumours = 22.6%) included an inductive content analysis of 
qualitative data on self-isolation experiences. In particular, we asked 
patients two open-ended questions about what helped them during 
self-isolation, and which was the worst aspect of this situation. Four 
categories emerged: 1) Lack of freedom and social life; 2) uncertainty 
and worries; 3) feeling supported, and 4) dealing with isolation. Overall, 
their psychological wellbeing seems jeopardized by the increased psy-
chological and emotional demands derived from the COVID-19 
pandemic, as per the effects of difficult access to safe cancer care, as 
well as for loneliness, social distancing measures, increased sense of 
uncertainty, fear of being infected, and drastic changes of daily routines, 
which can result in stress, depression, and anxiety for the patients. In 
line with Heyes and Bond (2020), the availability of family and social 
support was considered crucial by participants during the quarantine. 

Moreover, as the Italian Association of Oncology Nurses (AIIAO), we 
are moderately concerned for the lowered psychological wellbeing 
derived by the relatively negative experiences with the health care 
system during the COVID-19 emergency. Therefore, we urge healthcare 
systems not only to ensure safe access to cancer care but also to address 
the psychosocial needs of cancer patients and the promotion of path-
ways for their psychological well-being. For example, oncology nurses 
could play an important role in the early assessment of the psychosocial 
needs of patients with cancer while fostering trusting relationships be-
tween them and healthcare providers. In addition, they could provide 
quick psychological interventions. 

Nurses can also play a crucial role in maintaining the continuity of 
care between in-hospital services and home-based cancer management 
(McMullen, 2013). Despite the evidence supporting that advanced 
nursing roles aimed at providing continuity of cancer services across the 
organization and healthcare systems can effectively enhance 
patient-related outcomes (Carter et al., 2018), the public investments to 
sustain these services are still heterogeneous worldwide (Irani et al., 
2020) and very limited in Italy (Caruso et al., 2019). Therefore, it is 
necessary to foster nursing roles in different healthcare contexts with 
more determination, from primary (community-based) to tertiary care 
(specialized hospital-based care). A prompt activation of supports or 
pathways to psychological well-being (Heyes and Bond, 2020) can be 
strategic for closing the gap between the unmet cancer patients’ needs 
and appropriate healthcare services (Galea et al., 2020). In addition, this 
could empower a more structured interdisciplinary approach between 
nurses and other health professionals, leading to a better collaboration 
and networking. 

In conclusion, we believe that continuous evaluation of the psycho-
social needs of cancer patients, and the implementation of pathways for 
their psychological well-being, especially in the presence of unusual 
health conditions such as the COVID-19, can lead to improved nursing 
practice and patient outcomes. According to Heyes and Bond (2020), all 
these findings foster the need for a multidisciplinary model of care to 
better encounter the needs of patients with cancer, especially when 
additional environmental factors may worsen their psychological 
well-being. 
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