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Summary

The overall incidence and prevalence of cancer increases, and
patients today live longer with advanced cancer than in previous
decades [1]. Many patients with advanced cancer have significant
long-term disabilities and require continuous care and support [2].
The symptoms and disabilities may be related to the cancer itself but
to the treatments, as well [3,4]. Functional impairment is often
accompanied with significant psychosocial morbidity [1].

Prevention and management of pain, fatigue, deconditioning,
depression, anxiety, functional impairment, cognitive decline, and
peripheral neuropathy appear to be the most effective measures to
prolong the active life expectancy especially of elderly patients with
advanced cancer [5].

Timely rehabilitation may ensure better functional capacity for
patients with advanced cancer, maintain the quality of life (QoL), and
improve independence [2]. It may also save the health care costs [6].
Studies emphasize the need for rehabilitation in this patient group,
but, at the same time, acknowledge that rehabilitation is underused
[2]. This may be due to a lack of information about the benefits of
rehabilitation, lack of referrals by oncologists, or lack of resources [1].

Recently we published a systematic review based on randomized
controlled trials (RCTs) on the effects of rehabilitation among patients
with advanced cancer [7]. The aim of the review was to summarize
what is known about rehabilitation of patients with advanced cancer,
what kind of rehabilitation is available and what type of additional
research is needed.

Seven of the 13 randomized controlled trials published between
January 2009 and August 2014 were based on physical exercise
intervention [8-14], two [15,16] on self-management rehabilitation,
and one each on cost-effectiveness [6], swallowing rehabilitation [17],
cognitive-behavioral intervention [18], and psycho-education [19].
Most studies included patients with various diagnoses of advanced
cancer, but breast and prostate cancers and hematological
malignancies were the most common cancers included.

The review indicated that multi-professional rehabilitation is
needed also for patients living with advanced disease, including
patients in palliative care (Figure 1). No adverse effects related to
rehabilitation were identified. All studies reported positive findings,
but there may, however, be a reporting bias (i.e., only positive studies
may have been published).

Figure 1: The benefits of the rehabilitation

Based on our systematic review, effective multi-professional
rehabilitation appear to improve the overall QoL of the patients.
Physical rehabilitation improves physical performance and has
positive effects on several other QoL domains. Psychosocial
rehabilitation (including self-management programs and cognitive-
behavioral interventions) improves QoL, reduces pain, fatigue, and
sleep disturbances [15,18], and enables people with chronic cancer to
live their lives effectively [15]. Rehabilitation reduces the unmet needs
of cancer survivors and is cost-effective [6].

Concerning the possible mechanisms of action at the cellular level,
exercise can improve the regulation of macrophage polarization and
the inflammatory process, and improve wound healing in older people
with cancer [20] Exercise also induces changes at the cytokine level
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and affects epigenetic patterns and activity of tumor-competitive
lymphocytes [21] During exercise, tumor perfusion increases and
tumor hypoxia decreases, which reduces vasoconstriction. Exercise
may also enhance the delivery of tumor-targeting drugs and modulate
the normally hypoxic microenvironment within a tumor and thus lead
to a less aggressive phenotype [22]. All these mechanism are of
outmost importance also for patients with advanced cancer.

In parallel with the rising number of patients living with advanced
disease it is essential to develop and maintain rehabilitation services
also for this patient group. The rehabilitation goals are variable and
individual in this group of cancer patients. The aim of rehabilitation
should be to help the patient to live a rich and satisfying life
irrespective of all disabilities, and to help the patient to live as
independently and productively as possible [2,23]. The aim should also
be to minimize the adverse consequences of treatment, and to support
psychosocial adaptation. The role of relatives, caregivers, and friends is
significant, in particular in the palliative stage of the disease [23,24].
These actors need also support and rehabilitation, which is often
forgotten.

In this patient group we should consider rehabilitation outside of
the facility - also home-based exercise programs seem to improve
mobility, reduce fatigue, and improve sleep quality of patients with
advanced cancer [10]. Cancer rehabilitation in this patient group
should be multi-professional and multi-faceted and it should focus on
supporting the overall well-being of patients according to the
individual patient’s condition and needs. If the rehabilitation needs are
not clearly identified, patients will receive only suboptimal help when
they try to cope with their disabilities. Due to progressive nature of
advanced cancer, the goals of rehabilitation need to be assessed
frequently and the rehabilitation targets need to be reset accordingly.

It is important to empower the patients themselves, and the role of
health care professionals is to support the self-care. Rehabilitation is to
work with the patient, not for the patient [25]. Further studies are
needed to establish which kind of rehabilitation best alleviates pain
and fatigue and supports the independence and QoL among these
patients. More data are also needed on cost-effectiveness and on the
possible adverse effects of rehabilitation.

In conclusion, findings suggest that multi-professional
rehabilitation is needed for patients with advanced cancer, also in
palliative care. Rehabilitation has been found to improve physical
performance and has positive effects on several domains of QoL, but
more research would be required. The challenge for the future is to
design rehabilitation based on the cancer patient’s individual needs.
Assessment of the needs and appropriate assessment tools are also
needed.
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