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‘Chemobrain’
the new
enemy in
cancer fight

Doctors turn attention to tackling patients’
cognitive issues after chemotherapy is over

Linette Lai
Health Correspondent

More than two years after Ms Chan
Yoke completed chemotherapy
treatment, some side effects still re-
main. In particular, the 49-year-old
graphic designer finds it harder to
focus now than before and be-
comes tired more easily.

“I don't think I'm back to nor-
mal,” said Ms Chan, who was diag-
nosed with breast cancer in late
2014 and underwent treatment the
following year.

“I used to be able to think very
quickly. Now I'm slower and it can
be difficult to concentrate on
work.”

Doctors are beginning to focus on
treating this phenomenon - known
as “chemobrain” - which manifests
as subtle yet noticeable changes
found in people who have other-
wise completely recovered from
cancer treatment.

For years, the emphasis was on
finding ways to help people survive
cancer, said Associate Professor
Alexandre Chan, who is studying
theissue.

“Now, early-stage cancers are so
treatable,” said Prof Chan, who is
from the pharmacy department at
the National University of Singa-
pore’s science faculty.

“But because we catch them so
early on and treat them so inten-
sively, patients are exposed to a lot
of these side effects.”

Inarecent study of 131 breast can-
cer survivors, he and his team
found that three in 10 people com-
plained of cognitive issues up to a
year after chemotherapy had
ended.

These included taking longer to
make decisions, deteriorating lan-
guage skills, and not being able to
multitask as well as before.

The team found that many pa-
tients also faced fatigue and insom-
nia. Participants were generally
agedaround 50.

“These people should be well,”
said Prof Chan, who is also special-
ist pharmacist for oncology phar-
macy at the National Cancer Centre
Singapore (NCCS).

But their mental abilities still had
not returned to what they were be-
fore chemotherapystarted, he said.

Although Prof Chan’s study in-
volved only people with breast can-
cer, he believes the results can be
applied to other groups of cancer pa-
tients.

His team chose to focus on breast
cancer because it has one of the
highest survival rates, meaning that
many patients will live to face the
side effects of treatment.

Said Dr Raymond Ng, a senior con-
sultant at the NCCS division of medi-
cal oncology: “(Chemobrain) can af-
fect almost any patient receiving
chemotherapy, and is not limited to
a particular cancer type or age
group.”

The good news is that most pa-
tients tend to get back to their nor-
mal lives and functions in the long
run, he added.

Even so, NCCS is studying the
problem in the hope of finding
ways to prevent it from occurring,
Dr Ngsaid.

Dr Khoo Kei Siong, a senior con-
sultant in medical oncology from
Parkway Cancer Centre, said there
is a lot of variation in how long the
effectsof chemobrain may last.

“For some patients, it may be a
few months. Others may still feel
that they are not quite the same as
before even yearslater,” he said.

Overseas research has shown
that drugs are not particularly effec-
tive in treating chemobrain, al-
though physical activity and brain-
training exercises can help.

Said Dr Khoo: “I advise my pa-
tients to form habits that may help
compensate for short-term mem-
oryloss and problems with recall.”

For example, people with this
problem can start making use of re-
minder functions in smartphones
or write down important informa-
tion, he added.

Prof Chan hopes to learn if

younger patients face the same is-
sues.

He also wants to help develop
standardised programmes to iden-
tify and care for people with such
problems.

“You really have to actively look
out for these people,” he said. “You
have tostart early.”
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For some patients, it may
beafew months. Others
may still feel thatthey are
not quitethe sameas
before evenyearslater...

| advise my patients to
form habits that may
help compensate for
short-term memoryloss
and problems with recall.
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DRKHOO KEI SIONG, a senior consultantin
medical oncology from Parkway Cancer
Centre,noting that there is alot of variation
inhow long the effects of chemobrain may
last. People with this problem can make use
of reminder functions insmartphones or
write down importantinformation.
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