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Editorial on the Research Topic

COVID-19 Infection in Cancer Patients: How Can We Help Patients and Oncologists? Vol II

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19), caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2), has been classified as a global pandemic (1). Preliminary evidence
suggests that the incidence of severe COVID-19 is increased with increasing age and the presence of
underlying conditions such as hypertension or diabetes (1). The progression of viral infections in
immunocompromised patients is also high, and an immunocompromised state associated with
cancer or transplantation is considered a risk factor for developing severe COVID-19 conditions (2,
3). Although SARS-CoV-2 infection in cancer patients can make management a challenge and make
a burden on the patients and government, there are still many controversies about which SARS-
CoV-2 infection can make cancer worse or not. However, researchers highlighted that COVID-19
has a particularly negative effect on patients with cancer (4). With the onset of COVID-19, the
medical community is faced with several issues, including increased competition for healthcare
resources. The oncology community had an immediate requirement to protect patients thought
vulnerable to a possibly lethal infection. The impact of the pandemic on clinically significant
alterations in either primary, due to changes in timing or therapy method, or secondary, due to
changing combined effects on disease development or therapeutic outcomes (Izadmehr et al.). Still,
cancer therapy in patients with SARS-CoV-2 infection has been the subject of much debate in recent
years. Two studies from China suggested that chemotherapy was associated with worse results.

In contrast, published larger trials found that administration of cytotoxic drugs within four
weeks of a positive SARS-CoV-2 test had no significant effect on infection-associated adverse
outcomes and patient mortality (Gurizzan et al.). A study concerning the impact of COVID-19 on
clinical characteristics in patients with lung cancer showed that the COVID-19 outbreak
surprisingly had a positive effect on early-stage lung cancer screening. One hundred ten patients
containing 47.6 percent of all new lung cancer cases were detected by COVID-19 screening, which
made early detection and treatment (Zhang et al.). The other study conducted by Al-Mozaini et al.
has proved the fact that cancer patients with a high viral load had an in-hospital death rate of 41.38
percent, compared to 23.81 percent for those with a medium viral burden and 14.29 percent for
those with a low viral load (p < 0.01). Also, they highlighted that a high viral load was linked to an
increased risk of severe outcomes in patients with lung and hematologic cancers. In cancer patients
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undergoing anticancer treatment, higher viral loads were
associated with an increased risk of death and morbidity.

Besides the challenges and findings mentioned previously,
clinicians must consider COVID-19 as a complex disease with a
new concept, “syndemic,” as Horton stated (5). The term
“syndemic” refers to two or more epidemics cooperating
synergistically and contributing to the clustering of an excess
burden of disease in an area or population, rather than simply the
sum of both. The SARS-CoV-2 epidemic overlaps with endemic
diseases such as malaria, schistosomiasis, tuberculosis, hepatitis
C, and seasonal illnesses like influenza and other respiratory
infections, affecting cultural and social determinants. SARS-
CoV-2 has elucidated the complex dynamics between a new,
Frontiers in Oncology | www.frontiersin.org 2
complicated health problem, coexisting, chronic, and endemic
health problems. A syndemic perspective on health and disease is
required for this and future epidemics (6). So, a more
sophisticated strategy is required to maintain our communities’
health due to the syndemic nature of the challenge we are facing.
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