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Mental health in young cancer survivors

The progress in medical sciences has dramatically improved
the
Nevertheless, young cancer survivors continue experiencing
side effects even months or years after therapy completion,
both physical and psychological [1].

From a psychological perspective, cancer can be consid-
ered as a trauma impacting individuals’ mood and future per-
spectives. A recent meta-analysis of Lee et al. [2] reported that
children, adolescent, and young adult patients with cancer are
at increased lifetime risk of severe symptoms or a disorder of
depression, and psychotic disorders,
patients receiving treatment and survivors. Concerning young

survival probability of youth affected by cancer.

anxiety, especially
cancer survivors, being older than 25years, having lower
income, less education, being unemployed, and lacking social
supports had higher risks of poor mental health. Apart from
depression and anxiety, young cancer survivors frequently
report fear of cancer recurrence, related to the possibility that

cancer could come back or progress [3,4].
Another aspect that is impacted by cancer is body self-

esteem. Breast cancer is the unique form of cancer that fore-
casts an amputation (i.e. mastectomy), which generates nega-
tive feelings toward the body [5]. Indeed, surgical intervention,
together with alopecia, changes in the skin, and alterations in

body weight, impacts body image and self-esteem [6].
In this scenario, physical activity could be a valid tool to improve

young cancer survivors’ mental health and body esteem. The bene-
fits experienced by young cancer survivors through physical activ-
ity practice is associated with a reduction of depressive and anxiety
symptoms [7,8], and a more positive attitude toward their physical
condition and sexual attractiveness [9].

Challenges when initiating physical exercise in
young cancer survivors

Despite the benefits associated to physical exercise, seden-
tary behaviour is very common among young cancer survi-
vors [10]. Inactivity results from several challenges that
cancer survivors might face before starting.

First of all, childhood cancer survivors might find it diffi-
cult to take part in physical education classes or sports club
activities because the time spent on cancer treatment might
have reduced their physical literacy when returning to
school. As Kim et al. [11] pointed out, pediatric oncologists
and exercise therapists should educate teachers to under-
stand childhood cancer survivors’ needs for enhancing
fun and enjoyment that increase, in turn, physical activity
adherence [12].

About other factors, treatment-related side effects, lack of
time and fatigue are often indicated by young cancer survi-
vors as primary barriers for physical activity (PA) practice
[13]. Lack of time is frequently reported by cancer survivors,
and in particular, younger survivors might face difficulties in
managing time for personal and professional demands.
Moreover, fatigue and pain dramatically impact their possibil-
ity to engage in regular physical activity.

Finally, a recent systematic review of Adamovich et al.
[14] reported that a large part of childhood cancer survivors
and their parents hold a misconception about PA practice
that would results in symptoms worsening. For this reason,
oncologists and healthcare professionals should correctly
inform cancer survivors and their families about the benefit
of physical activity. For instance, Shabanian et al. [15] identi-
fied fie strategies that can be used to promote PA among
child and adolescent cancer survivors, and these are: broad-
ening patient understanding of the definition of PA, tailoring
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PA recommendations, including families, connecting patients
to programming, and promoting patient motivation.

Nevertheless, healthcare professionals should not under-
estimate the importance of advising a correct dietary intake
for young cancer survivors when promoting PA. First, a bal-
anced nutrition would be required whenever starting a PA
program, especially for young cancer survivors that are often
at risk of obesity [16]. Secondly, combining nutrition and PA
supports young cancer survivors behavioral change and
enhances the maintenance of a healthy lifestyle [17,18].

From a psychological point of view, several studies
assessed exercise adherence using the Theory of Planned
Behaviour — TPB [19] applied to physical exercise, proposing
that the best predictor for exercising is the intention (i.e. the
motivation) to do it. The predictors of exercise intention, in
turn, are: attitude (holding positive or negative attitude
towards exercise behaviour), subjective norms (i.e. perceived
approval/disapproval from other people towards exercise
behaviour), and perceived behavioural control (i.e. perceived
ease or difficulty in performing exercise behaviour) [20].

After delivering an exercise program to adult cancer survi-
vors, An et al. [21] found that TPB dimensions predicted
exercise behaviour at 6-months, 12-months and 24-months
follow-up. In the group of young cancer survivors, no studies
examined the TPB components associated to physical exer-
cise practice, except for a study of Keats et al. [22].
Therefore, future studies should focus on the topic examin-
ing other factors that might better identify young cancer sur-
vivors' barriers to physical activity practice.

Final recommendations

The risk of mental disorders in young cancer survivors could be
reduced through physical activity. Therefore, physical activity
should be recommended by health care professionals to young
cancer survivors. To this aim, physicians should assess the feasi-
bility of physical activity considering the specific clinical picture
of the patient. Moreover, health care professionals play a crucial
role in initiating and maintaining an exercise routine among can-
cer survivors, especially when giving information about the ben-
efits of exercising. Thus, health care professionals must be clear
about the potentialities and the limits of physical activity prac-
tice, but they should encourage patients, whenever possible.
Moreover, also the school system should receive some informa-
tion about young cancer survivors needs, so that teachers can
encourage child cancer survivors in joining physical education
classes. Finally, researchers should better examine exercise prac-
tice in the perspective of TPB, that clearly describes what factors
are effective in predicting the adherence also in the future.
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