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Research has shown that the e�c acy of vac cin a tion in blood can cer patients is sig ni �c antly
lower com pared to the gen eral pop u la tion
Immun o gen i city is the abil ity to mount an immune response to a for eign particle
Recently two cases were repor ted in the National Found a tion for Can cer Research blog where
two patients with Hodgkin’s lymph oma had achieved com plete remis sion after being infec ted
with COVID- 19. While the news was excit ing Dr Saman Hewamana, Con sult ant in Clin ical
Haemat o logy/ Haemato-onco logy, stated that this may be a rare incid ent and there is a com -
pletely di� er ent side to the story of blood can cer patients. “Using COVID-19 as an anti-can cer
ther apy can be extremely dan ger ous as it is more likely that get ting infec ted with COVID-19
will be life-threat en ing to patients with lymph oma and other types of blood can cers.” said Dr.
Hewamana.
‘Blood can cer’, a com mon term used for can cers of the blood, bone mar row and lymph nodes
con sti tute vari ous types of dis eases. One of the dis ease groups is Lymph oma. Lymph oma is the
can cer of the lymph atic sys tem where the lymph nodes become malig nant. Lymph oma is
divided into two groups; Hodgkin lymph oma (HL) and non hodgkin Lymph oma (NHL). Within
these groups there are vari ous types of lymph o mas. “Vari ous can cers di� er at their molecu lar
level. However, something that is true for all who have blood can cer is that their immune sys -
tem is weak and vul ner able to infec tions,” Dr Hewamana explained. He shared that due to this
reason, those with blood can cers should try to pre vent get ting infec ted with COVID-19. “This
includes people who have had blood can cer pre vi ously and are in remis sion and those who are
cur rently hav ing blood can cer.” the doc tor added.
Pre ven tion First
Draw ing from his exper i ence work ing in the United King dom (UK) dur ing peak of COVID-19
pan demic, he shared that in the UK, patients with blood can cers under went ‘shield ing’. “In
shield ing, they are kept in isol a tion where they can not come in con tact with any per son, even
fam ily mem bers that they lived together with,” Dr. Hewamana added. He did note that this was
not done in Sri Lanka as the social sys tem in place was di� er ent to that of the UK and also due
to the lack of resources. But, he emphas ized that per sons with blood can cers should try to pre -
vent get ting infec ted with COVID- 19.
“Avoid going out to crowded places, don’t visit hos pit als unless abso lutely neces sary or unless
asked by the doc tor, wear a mask, prac tice social dis tan cing and fol low all health reg u la tions
strictly,” he noted.
What hap pens if you get COVID-19?
If des pite prac ti cing all the pre vent ive meas ures, the patient does end up get ting COVID-19, Dr
Hewamana urged them to seek imme di ate med ical care. “Firstly, con tact your Haemat o lo gist /
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Onco lo gist and inform them about the con di tion. This is import ant because only the Haemat o -
lo gist / Onco lo gist knows the patient’s health con di tion, the level of immun osup press ant
med ic a tion given and the patient’s immune response.” said Dr. Hewamana. He went on to add
that whether the patient should undergo home- based care or hos pital- based care will be
decided by the med ical pro fes sion als and that it was extremely import ant that the patient
abides by the med ical advice.
COVID-19 vac cin a tion for those with blood can cer?
While the UK pri or it ized vac cin a tion for immun o com prom ised indi vidu als includ ing can cer
patients so as to min im ize the chances of them get ting COVID-19, Dr Hewamana noted that
the immun o gen i city in those with blood can cer was low. “Immun o gen i city is the abil ity to
mount an immune response to a for eign particle. In the case of COVID-19 vac cines, immun o -
gen i city is the abil ity of a per son to mount an immune response to the viral particle intro duced
by the vac cines,” he explained.
“Research has shown that the e�c acy of vac cin a tion in blood can cer patients is sig ni �c antly
lower com pared to the gen eral pop u la tion (1). This is due to people with blood can cers not
being able to cre ate a strong immune response,” he revealed.
However, it is very import ant to get the �rst avail able vac cine to max im ise pro tec tion coupled
with other meas ures like social dis tan cing and masks. He reit er ated patients with blood can -
cers should try to pre vent get ting infec ted with the virus as the dis ease could be life-threat en -
ing for them.
An alarm ing pre dic tion
A recent report in the Lan cet (2) pre dicted that there would be an alarm ing increase in the
num ber of deaths due to can cer, in the next few years. Speak ing on it, Dr Hewamana stated
that the study pin pointed vari ous factors such as delayed dia gnosis due to the lock down and
restric tions, patients not com ing to the hos pital, doc tors not work ing the usual hours due to
restric tions and the reduced fund ing for can cer care and research. “Dur ing the pan demic
period, our focus has solely been on com batting and con trolling the COVID-19 pan demic, but
we have to keep in mind that chronic dis eases like can cer are still pre val ent. If can cers are not
prop erly man aged or detec ted early, it could lead to increased mor tal ity,” said Dr. Hewamana.
A recent research study pub lished by Dr Hewamana and col leagues has shown blood can cer
care can be con tin ued safely dur ing the Covid-19 pan demic if proper strategies are imple men -
ted and that this would help to pre vent late stage present a tion and adverse out comes (3). Ref -
er ences:
(1) Malard, F., Gau gler, B., Gozlan, J. et al. Weak immun o gen i city of SARS-COV-2 vac cine in
patients with hem at o lo gic malig nan cies. Blood Can cer J. 11, 142 (2021).
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41408-021-00534-z
(2)The Lan cet Onco logy. COVID-19 and can cer: 1 year on. The Lan cet Onco logy, 22(4), 411
(2021). https://doi.org/10.1016/s14702045(21)00148-0
(3)Hewamana, S., Skanda ra jah, T., Jay asinghe, C. et al. Blood can cer care in a resource lim ited
set ting dur ing the Covid-19 out break; a single cen ter exper i ence from Sri Lanka. PLOS ONE,
16(9), e0256941 (2021). https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0256941




