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Health support to pediatric cancer survivors and their families

during the COVID-19 pandemic

To the Editor:

The emerging coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic is
posing tremendous threats and formidable challenges to the global
community. Pediatric cancer survivors are not spared from the pan-
demic. In addition to dealing with a wide array of sequelae of the can-
cer and related treatments, which includes fatigue, weakened immune
system,? a reduced functional capacity,® and psychological problems,*
pediatric cancer survivors who are immunocompromised now face
an increased susceptibility to COVID-19 infection. This results in an
immense level of additional pressure in their families during the pan-
demic. To reduce the risk of their immunocompromised children being
exposed to and infected with COVID-19, parents would prefer that
their children remain confined at home and avoid participating in any
outdoor activities during the pandemic. The home confinement, com-
bined with the lack of physical education resulting from school clo-
sures, has led to a dramatic decline in the physical activity levels of
pediatric cancer survivors. Physical inactivity is associated with a wide
range of adverse health outcomes. Moreover, staying indoors for long
periods of time might have a devastating impact on the psychological
well-being of survivors and might make them more prone to developing
psychiatric disorders, such as depression and anxiety. Regular physical
activity has been shown to exert protective effects by improving car-
diorespiratory fitness, reducing fatigue, promoting psychological well-
being, and most importantly strengthening the immune system.>¢

Given this issue, we have continuously offered health support to
pediatric cancer survivors and their families using information com-
munication technologies during the pandemic. Instant messages have
been delivered regularly via WhatsApp and WeChat to the parents
of pediatric cancer survivors. These messages provide information
and guidance regarding the importance of regular physical activity.
We have introduced a wide variety of home-based exercises intended
to improve survivors’ overall fitness, including stretching exercises,
home-based circuit training, and exercise games. Other messages have
given advice on reducing their child’s sedentary behaviors, particularly
leisure-time screen-based activities (eg, television and video use) and
smartphone usage.

To ease the additional worries experienced by pediatric cancer sur-
vivors and their families during this unprecedented crisis and enhance
their coping abilities, helpful tips on how to maintain personal, home,
and environmental hygiene have been delivered to them. These mes-

sages have continually provided information about general hygiene

measures, including proper hand hygiene, proper mask usage, the use
of bleach to maintain a hygienic environment at home, the observa-
tion of good food hygiene, and the adoption of a healthy lifestyle.
Using information communication technologies, such as WhatsApp
and WeChat applications, via mobile devices for health promotion is
highly recommended for healthcare professionals. Such strategy was
found to be flexible, feasible, and easy to implement. Most importantly,
it allows healthcare professionals to deliver continuous professional
advices and personalized support to people with cancer and their fam-
ilies during the pandemic.

The far-reaching impacts of COVID-19 pandemic have disrupted
lives around the world and have led to intense physical and psycholog-
ical sufferings. Coordinated efforts are required to promote the phys-
ical and psychological well-being of vulnerable populations, including
pediatric cancer survivors and their families, during the pandemic and

the enormous uncertainties of the future.
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