EDITORIAL

Living through uncertain times

nd so, another year begins. What will it bring to our
doorsteps?

I had originally planned to write this editorial about the
relief of moving beyond the pandemic. I thought we had
begun to feel like a return to normal was in the near future, as
our communities and social events gradually opened up. But a
new variant, known as Omicron, has thrust us back into a state
of uncertainty and fear. Once again, we are facing a situation
of not knowing what is ahead, what impact this new variant is
apt to have on us and trying to live without the needed infor-
mation to guide our decisions.

I cannot help but think this is very much like the situation
our patients must face, not only at the time of the initial diag-
nosis of cancer, but even more so with a diagnosis of recurrent
or advancing disease. Hearing once again cancer has appeared
catapults a person back into the turmoil of wondering what
this means, what the options are, how plans will be affected,
what will have to change, and what the future holds. The
resulting desire for information and some sense of certainty is
a common feeling. And, it can fuel a motivation to search for
information.

In so many interviews I have done with individuals with
cancer and survivors over the years, the desire for informa-
tion is of paramount importance to them. Obtaining relevant,
understandable information is critical to their ability to cope
with their reality. It is not only facts about the disease and its
treatments that are important, but also the implications of per-
sonal impact and meaning it will have for them, and what can
be done about the concerns they experience.

However, a landmark Canadian study, Transitions to
Survivorship (Fitch et al., 2020), revealed a sizeable proportion
of individuals living through a cancer experience are not ask-
ing for help with their concerns. Almost half of those who had
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concerns did not ask for help because someone told them that
what they were experiencing was normal, so they did not think
there was anything that could be done to assist them. Others
indicated they were too embarrassed, thought the healthcare
workers were too busy, or they found it hard to ask for help.

I cannot help but think these reasons are ones we could
influence, as oncology nurses, if we are intentional in our
conversations with patients. We can be very intentional about
checking in with patients about their concerns and whether
they would like help, encouraging them to share their con-
cerns, and letting them know what resources exist. Helping
patients and their family members to learn what services are
available and assisting them to make connections with rel-
evant cancer-based and community-based programs is an
important aspect of providing quality oncology nursing.

The way virtual care has emerged during the time of the
pandemic holds rich promise for our practice as oncology
nurses and for our interactions with patients. I believe we
can take virtual care forward into the future, embracing it and
developing its application in our practice. It could allow us to
reach further with the support and information we offer to
those living through and beyond a cancer experience and their
families.

As oncology nurses, we must carry the lessons we have
learned during these challenging times fighting the pandemic
forward into the future. We must use those learnings to hone
innovation that will help decrease the uncertainty patients and
survivors may be feeling, facilitate their decision-making, and
augment their capacity to cope.

Margaret I. Fitch
Editor-in-Chief
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