WHAT YOU SHOULD KNOW

CANCER and COVID-19
Cancer patients have specific questions
and concerns about how the COVID-19 virus
impacts them. Here is an at-a-glance look at
what you need to know about the virus and
what steps you can take to help protect
yourself against infection.

The Basics
What is COVID-19?
While coronaviruses are common viruses
that cause colds or more serious respiratory
illnesses, COVID-19 is a new, life-threatening
strain discovered in China in 2019.

What are
common
symptoms?

How does it spread?
According to the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention,
the virus spreads mainly from
person to person:

Fever

Through respiratory
droplets when an
infected person
coughs or sneezes.

Cough

By reaching the mouths,
eyes or noses of people
within 6 feet.

Shortness
of breath

When droplets land on
surfaces, which people
touch, then transfer to
their body by touching
their nose, mouth
or eyes.

Cancer patients
are at an increased risk
Cancer patients have an increased risk of
not only contracting the COVID-19 infection
but developing more severe symptoms for
several reasons, including cancer’s impact
on the body, the type of cancer diagnosed
and certain treatments.

Cancer’s impact on the body
Cancer cells often find ways
to shut down immune cells
or trick them into dormancy.
Cancer may lead to T-cell
exhaustion, which occurs when
immune cells on constant attack
eventually become depleted and
overwhelmed.

Cancer type
Lung cancer

Blood cancers

Because COVID-19
attacks the lungs, patients
with underlying chronic lung
disease who develop lung
cancer are at an increased
risk of severe symptoms
from the virus.

Leukemias, multiple
myelomas or lymphomas
start in bone marrow or the
lymph system, disrupting
the production of healthy
immune cells.

Certain treatments
Chemotherapy

Surgery

This treatment may kill or damage
immune cells, making you more
vulnerable to diseases.

While the body recovers from
surgery, the immune system
may be weakened or depleted.

Radiation therapy

Other treatments

Radiation treatments to the chest
area may cause scarring in the
lung, decreasing lung function
and compounding the risk of
severe COVID-19 symptoms.

While the impact of other cancer
treatments is being studied, all cancer
patients undergoing treatment should
assume the COVID-19 virus poses
a high risk and take steps to protect
themselves from infection.

What you can do
to protect yourself
Protecting yourself from the COVID-19
virus takes vigilance and persistence.
Follow these precautions, and make
sure your caregivers and others living
with you do, too.

In general
Practice proper
hand-washing techniques
• Use soap and warm water.
• Wash for at least 20 seconds.

Practice social
distancing when in public

• Vigorously lather between
and around fingers.

• Avoid crowds.
• Maintain 6 feet of distance
from other people.
• Work from home, if possible.
• Wash your hands before
touching your face.

Avoid non-essential travel

• If you can’t wash your hands,
use hand sanitizers or wipes.

• Avoid mass transit (buses,
planes, subways, etc.).

• Avoid people who are sick,
even if they live in your home.

• Travel by car, if possible.
• Reschedule unnecessary
appointments (consult your
doctor or care team before
making any health-related
appointment decisions).

When
traveling
Avoid crowds as much as possible.

Maintain 6 feet of distance
from other people.
Don’t share food.
If flying, choose a window seat on
the plane, and don’t get up during
the flight.
Bring antibacterial wipes and wipe
down your seating area.
Avoid touching your eyes,
nose or mouth.
Wash your hands frequently.

At home
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Stock up on a
three-month supply of
medications, if possible.

Have your medications
delivered to your home.

Disinfect countertops, door
handles, telephones and other
frequently touched objects.
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Get groceries and other needed
supplies delivered, and avoid
contact with the delivery person.

Wash your hands frequently.

Keep your towels, dishes and
other personal items separated
from others’ in the home.

To learn more, go to cancercenter.com/covid19/frequently-asked-questions
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