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The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on cancer patients can
be high in terms of anxiety, fear and psychological distress [1].
Medical staff from frontline wards, especially oncology units, are
at high risk of infection and burnout [2]. Psychological needs grow
both for cancer patients and for health-care workers [3].

In some cancer services, the risk of virus infection has led to
changes in habits and care plans [4], resulting in disorientation
for healthcare staff. In Radiotherapy services the daily interchange
of patients has continually exposed health-care workers to fright-
ened, and potentially infected people. This ambivalent aspect
between the need for reassurance and personal fear is a psycholog-
ical aspect that has not yet been explored in the literature [5].

In Italy, the health system emergency has required timely inter-
ventions [6] aimed to optimize assistance [7]. A reduction in con-
tact between colleagues can negatively affect teamwork, which is
crucial in multidisciplinary teams such as Radiotherapy [8].

Literature in psychosocial sciences has shown that stress [9],
fear [10], or emergency [11] influence human relationships;
research shows that the sense of belonging to the group and the
contact with others’ emotions [12] play a central role in reducing
these risks [13]. Studies suggest that workplaces aiming to
increase job satisfaction can do so, through well-organized grati-
tude interventions [ 14]. Gratitude is also related to well-being, that
involves both the people who practise and receive it [15]. It is use-
ful for healthcare professionals to relieve the fatigue of daily com-
mitment and restore meaning to their work [16].

Therefore, during lockdown, it was decided to use a gratitude-
focused “inter-group contact” tool [17] to increase group identity
and mutual trust, rediscovering the pleasure of being part of a
team.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tipsro.2021.04.002

The project was conducted at the Agostino Gemelli IRCCS
University Hospital in the Gemelli A.RT. - Advanced Radiation
Therapy- from 1 April 2020, in the midst of the COVID-19 emer-
gency, to today.

This project consisted in the creation of a column, a WhatsApp
broadcast, in which a daily message mainly in JPEG format was
published: cards composed by letters, emails, images, music, or
videos accompanied by a short reflection. The messages of grati-
tude, written or sent by radiotherapy patients over the years or
during the pandemic, were collected by a dedicated team and with
the support of all the operators involved (doctors, nurses, techni-
cians, psychologists, administrative staff). Gratitude-oriented mes-
sages can help workers find gratification and rediscover meaning
in their work (Fig. 1).

In May 2020, when phase two started in Italy, the participants
were surveyed on the satisfaction of the project: 87.9% rated the
experience satisfaction as > 7, 89.6% wanted to continue the expe-
rience, which is currently ongoing with one message per week.

“Seeds of Gratitude” is oriented to include patients’ feelings and
to “irrigate” the sense of belonging and group unity, to support
healthcare personnel by using affordable technology, and it is
now an online book [18]. This experience could be easily extended
to other centers that wish to improve teamwork, particularly dur-
ing periods of uncertainty and high stress.
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Fig. 1. 1. Seeds of Gratitude column cover; 2. “Heartfelt thanks to all of you who make your profession a mission of love”; 3. “Many thanks to you: you make the patient feel
like a welcome guest surrounded by the magic that only art can create. .. Together with your kindness and unquestionable professionalism!!! Chapeau”; 4. From the health
staff: “A big thank you goes out to all the patients who, despite the heat and desire for vacations, have given us extra attention”; 5. From a pediatric patient: “I would like to
thank everyone who helps me and stands by me. I hope that all the sick children in the world can be helped like me. THANK YOU FROM THE BOTTOM OF MY HEART!!!”; 6.

Some images from various cards.
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