
UNDERGRADUATE RESEARCH IN NATURAL AND CLINICAL SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY (URNCST) JOURNAL 

Read more URNCST Journal articles and submit your own today at: https://www.urncst.com 

 

Shannon | URNCST Journal (2023): Volume 7, Issue 8 Page 1 of 16 

DOI Link: https://doi.org/10.26685/urncst.479 

 

 

The Effect of COVID-19 on the Mental Health of Breast 
Cancer Patients Undergoing Treatment: A Scoping 
Review 
 

Sarah J. Shannon, BSc Student [1]* 

 

[1] Department of Kinesiology, University of Guelph-Humber, Toronto, Ontario, Canada 

M9W 5L7 
 

*Corresponding Author: sshann01@guelphhumber.ca 
 

Abstract 

Introduction: Patients with breast cancer experienced difficulties making appointments, treatment delays, and delayed 

screening during the COVID-19 pandemic. As a result of these challenges for individuals with breast cancer diagnoses, it is 

believed that the COVID-19 pandemic had a detrimental effect on these patients’ mental health. The purpose of this review 

was to examine the effect of COVID-19 on the mental health of breast cancer patients undergoing treatment through a 

scoping review. 

Methods: The methods were guided by the Arksey and O’Malley framework, described in the Joanna Briggs Institute 

guidelines, and the reporting is compliant with PRISMA-ScR Checklist. Searches were conducted in the databases Medline 

via OVID and CINAHL from February 2023 to March 2023, with studies being published only from January 2020 to present. 

Inclusion criteria were breast cancer patients receiving breast cancer treatment such as surgery or chemotherapy, 

observational studies such as cross-sectional, and studies that measured the impact on mental health during the COVID-19 

pandemic. Data were then extracted using a charting form. 

Results: A total of 21 studies were included. Either depression, anxiety or stress or a combination of them were examined in 

all the studies that were included. Thirteen of the studies included used the Hospital Anxiety Depression Scale (HADS) 

and/or the Generalized Anxiety Disorder (GAD-7) for their measures. Seventeen studies showed that while undergoing active 

treatment during COVID-19, there were increased levels of depression, anxiety, and stress. Four studies that were included 

did not see a difference in these mental health outcomes during the pandemic. 

Discussion: Many studies stated the importance of how mental health interventions can be key to preventing higher rates of 

depression and anxiety. As such, the mental health of breast cancer patients must be prioritized by introducing changes to 

health care distribution and through providing psychological interventions to these patients. 

Conclusion: This scoping review demonstrated that breast cancer patients had increased rates of depression, anxiety, stress, 

and other mental health outcomes during the pandemic. Future research should be conducted to examine the effects on 

psychological interventions that focus on improving mental health in breast cancer patients. 
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Introduction 

Breast cancer is the most common cancer in women in 

Canada [1]. It is estimated that about 1 in 8 Canadian 

women will develop breast cancer during their lifetime, 

affecting 13% of women [1]. Over the last decade, the 

increase in awareness of breast cancer has become 

important in early detection. Through regular screening 

such as mammograms, breast cancer can be caught at 

earlier stages and have a better prognosis because of 

accessing treatment [1]. The COVID-19 pandemic 

impacted the medical field remarkably, including but not 

limited to preventative measures. There is a considerable 

amount of data that demonstrates that there was an impact 

on women undergoing breast cancer treatment in Ontario 

due to the delays in treatment, lack in quality of treatment 

and overall stress from the pandemic [1]. During the 

pandemic, individuals that were immunocompromised, had 

pre-existing conditions or were undergoing cancer 

treatment, were advised to self-isolate from others to avoid 

having complications to their condition [2]. Research has 

suggested that during the COVID-19 pandemic many 

cancer patients have reported increased loneliness, 

depression, and anxiety and this is believed to have a 

detrimental effect on women’s mental health [2]. As a 

result of the effects of the pandemic, medical practitioners 

are now compelled to modify their recommendations for 

patient care and management to guarantee that patients can 

be treated safely without also running the danger of 

infection [3]. For example, a lot of health care centers, 

hospitals and clinics are using an increased number of 
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virtual appointments and directing patients to using 

Telehealth if they have questions or concerns about their 

condition [3]. Due to the potential increased susceptibility 

to infection and illness development in breast cancer 

patients, these individuals may be even more affected by 

these changes in therapies and in-person interactions [3]. 

The pandemic also caused challenges with resources 

and equipment in the healthcare industry. There were 

shortages of ventilators, beds, and respiratory devices [4]. 

There were also shortages in personal protective equipment 

[4] such as masks, gowns, gloves, and face shields [4]. 

There was an increase stress put on healthcare workers 

during the pandemic and caused mental and emotional 

distress among them. The health care workers were also 

working long hours with an increase in workload during 

their shifts [4]. This may have ultimately led to burnout, 

stress, and mental suffering in the workers and as a result, 

may have caused poorer patient care. 

Due to the large proportion of breast cancer patients that 

make up the overall cancer population (30% of all female 

cancers each year), it is important to understand how breast 

cancer patients have been affected emotionally, 

psychologically, and mentally during the COVID-19 

pandemic. As such, the purpose of this scoping review was 

to analyze and explore the effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic on the emotional and mental wellbeing on breast 

cancer patients. 

Methods 

This scoping review aimed to analyze and identify the 

current literature published on this topic, assess the 

methodology used for the studies, crucial elements related 

to this topic and identify gaps in the literature. The scoping 

review framework of Arksey and O’Malley framework [5] 

was used to guide the current study. The five stages to this 

framework were employed: (1) identifying the research 

question; (2) discovering recognized research studies;  

(3) selecting studies; (4) data extraction; (5) reporting and 

summarizing the findings. 

 

Identifying The Research Question 

The research question aimed to describe the nature, 

quantity, and extent of research publications that have been 

published regarding the topic of the effect of COVID-19 on 

the mental health of breast cancer patients. 

 

Search Strategy 

A systematic literature search of the databases, Medline 

via OVID and CINAHL, was conducted of all articles 

published between 01/01/2020 and present day. The 

electronic search strategy included headings, key words, and 

their derivatives “breast cancer, neoplasm, breast” to name a 

few (see Table 1). All articles were downloaded as RIS files 

and uploaded into “Covidence” to begin the review process to 

include or exclude studies from this scoping review. 

 

Table 1. Derivatives used for search strategy in the OVID MEDLINE database 

# ▲ Searches Results Type 

1 Breast Neoplasms/ 329988  Advanced 

2 ("breast cancer" or "breast 

disease" or breast).mp. 

590641  Advanced 

3 1 or 2 590641  Advanced 

4 women/ 15181  Advanced 

5 female/ 9603947  Advanced 

6 4 or 5 9607315  Advanced 

7 loneliness/ 6263  Advanced 

8 mental health/ 61276  Advanced 

9 depression/ or sadness/ 150796  Advanced 

10 Anxiety/ or Anxiety 

disorders/ 

138079  Advanced 

11 7 or 8 or 9 or 10 305452  Advanced 

12 COVID-19/ 229190  Advanced 

13 COVID/ 0  Advanced 

14 coronavirus/ 5270  Advanced 

15 SARS-CoV-2/ 155509  Advanced 

16 12 or 13 or 14 or 15 237202  Advanced 

17 3 and 6 and 11 and 16 64  Advanced 
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Table 2. Derivatives used for search strategy in the CINAHL databases 

Search ID#  Search Terms 

S1 AB ( "Breast neoplasms" OR "Breast Cancer" ) AND AB ( Female OR 

Women ) AND AB ( Loneliness OR Anxiety OR Depression OR Sadness ) 

AND AB COVID-19  

Search Options Actions 

Expanders - Apply related words; Apply 

equivalent subjects 

Search modes - Boolean/Phrase 

View Results (12) 

View Details 

 

Edit 

 

Table 3. Abstract and full text inclusion and exclusion criteria for this scoping review  

Study characteristics Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria 

Abstract Criteria 

Participants Breast cancer patients and are receiving 

breast cancer treatment (surgery, 

chemotherapy and/or radiation therapy, 

immunotherapy, targeted therapy, 

hormone treatment, endocrine 

treatment).  

Have already survived breast cancer 

and are not currently undergoing 

treatment. 

Study Design Observational studies such as 

retrospective or prospective, cohort 

studies or cross-sectional studies 

Systematic reviews, randomized 

control trials or treatment studies.  

Outcome Measure 

(quality of life) 

Impact on mental health from the 

COVID-19 pandemic 

Physical health or wellbeing 

Publication Peer-Reviewed journal published since 

2020 

Studies that were not written in 

English 

Full Text Criteria 

Population Adults aged 18+ 

Breast cancer patient 

Currently receiving or undergoing 

treatment 

Have already survived breast cancer 

Been diagnosed but not currently 

undergoing treatment 

Pre-cancer treatment 

Participants of a clinical trial 

Outcome Measure Impact on mental health from the 

COVID-19 pandemic 

Physical health, wellbeing 

Publication Peer-Reviewed journal published since 

2020 

Studies that were not written in 

English 

 

Study Selection 

The titles, abstracts and key words of all identified 

research studies were screened by the independent 

researcher. The researcher compared the inclusion criteria 

(Table 3) to each abstract to identify papers that could be 

included. Articles were screened in duplicate to ensure 

robust methodology. 

The full text review procedure inclusion criteria were then 

improved, and a more thorough set of criteria was created. The 

inclusion criteria were refined, and a more specific set of 

criteria was created for the full text review process (Table 3). 

 

Data Extraction 

The researcher independently gathered the following 

information after reading the full texts of each study: the 

author and year, the sample and size, the country the study 

was completed in, the form of treatment that was being used, 

the mental health outcomes (anxiety, depression, loneliness 

etc.), how they measured it, interventions that took place, and 

finally the main results and outcomes. Sample size, form of 

treatment, mental health outcomes, measurement scales and 

main results and outcomes were extracted from the scoping 

review’s articles because it allowed the researcher to interpret 

key findings regarding the COVID-19 pandemic and breast 

cancer patients’ mental health. 

 

Summarizing The Data 

Studies were selected from inclusion criteria as shown 

in Table 3 to be included in this scoping review. The data 

from the included studies was collated by mental health 

characteristics to describe a summary of the findings. 
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Results 

Table 4. Results from studies that are included in this scoping review 

Study Sample Size Country Treatment (Chemo, 

Surgery, 

Radiation) 

Mental Health 

Outcomes (anxiety, 

depression, stress, 

loneliness) 

How did they 

measure it?  

Main Results / Outcomes 

Bafunno et al., 

2021 [6] 

Patients over 18 

having either 

lymphoprolifera

tive neoplasm, 

breast cancer, 

or colon cancer. 

N=178 

Italy - Chemotherapy 

- Immunotherapy 

- Depression 

- Anxiety 

- Hospital anxiety 

and depression scale 

(HADs) 

- Impact of event 

scale- revised (IES-

R) 

- The spread of COVID-19 

increased the anxiety levels in 

patients but did not affect the 

levels of depression 

- Interventions to improve mental 

health need to be implemented in 

this period of COVID-19  

Bargon et al., 

2021 [7] 

Patients with 

breast cancer or 

ductal 

carcinoma. 

N= 1051 

Netherlands Radiation, 

chemotherapy, 

surgery, endocrine 

therapy, 

immunotherapy, or 

not actively 

undergoing 

treatment 

- Anxiety 

- Depression 

- Loneliness  

- HADs 

- The 6-item De 

Jong-Gierveld 

Loneliness Scale  

- Loneliness was reported by 

almost half of the patients and 

survivors 

- Patients or survivors not actively 

undergoing treatment showed 

reduction in emotional 

functioning (anxiety, depression, 

distress)  
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Study Sample Size Country Treatment (Chemo, 

Surgery, 

Radiation) 

Mental Health 

Outcomes (anxiety, 

depression, stress, 

loneliness) 

How did they 

measure it?  

Main Results / Outcomes 

Budisavljevic 

et al., 2021 

[8] 

Females with 

breast cancer 

with disease 

stages ranging 

from 1-4 

 

N= 201  

Croatia  - Chemotherapy 

- Other therapies 

- Distress 

Also identified: 

sadness, depression, and 

nervousness 

Distress was 

measured with the 

Distress 

thermometer, a 

visual analog scale 

from 0-10. (0= no 

distress at all, 10= 

extreme distress) 

- 54% of patients with breast 

cancer reported a high level of 

distress 

- The most significant problems 

reported by the participants 

affected emotions, causing worry, 

sadness, depression, fear, and 

nervousness 

During the COVID- 19 pandemic, 

distress should be evaluated, and 

psychological and social support 

targeting emotional and specific 

practical problems should be 

provided to ease the burden and 

reduce the perceived level of 

distress in patients with breast 

cancer. 

Chen et al., 

2021 

[9] 

Patients with 

breast cancer 

N= 834 

China - Surgery 

- Chemotherapy 

- Endocrine therapy 

- Targeted therapy 

- Radiotherapy or 

undergoing re-

examination 

- Depression 

- Anxiety 

- Insomnia  

They were all 

assessed using the 

Chinese translation 

of the Patient Health 

Questionnaire 

(PHQ-9), 

Generalized anxiety 

disorder scale 

(GAD-7), and the 

Insomnia severity 

index (ISI) 

Depression was estimated to 

affect 12.6% of patients with 

breast cancer before COVID-19, 

lower than this study. 

-Elevated symptoms of anxiety in 

this study 

- Increased risk of psychological 

distress in patients living alone 

and whose treatment was affected. 

- Need effective interventions to 

improve anxiety and 

psychological distress in breast 

cancer patients.  
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Study Sample Size Country Treatment (Chemo, 

Surgery, 

Radiation) 

Mental Health 

Outcomes (anxiety, 

depression, stress, 

loneliness) 

How did they 

measure it?  

Main Results / Outcomes 

Forner et al., 

2021 

[10] 

Patients with 

kidney, breast, 

thyroid, 

prostate, and 

gynecological 

disorder. 

 

N=14  

Canada - Surgery - Anxiety 

- Depression 

- Stress 

- Semi-structured 

phone interviews 

with a member of 

the research team. 

- 2 questionnaires 

were administered 

via the phone: 

HADs and the 

Perceived Stress 

Scale (PSS). 

- Participants were found to have 

substantial levels of psychological 

distress. 

- Coping strategies and 

communication with their 

healthcare team were able to help 

some of these feelings. But 

symptoms of depression, anxiety 

and stress remained high. 

- Delays in surgery for patients 

with cancer during the COVID-19 

pandemic resulted in psychosocial 

distress.  

Iscan et al., 

2022 

[11] 

Female cancer 

patients 

Main diagnosis 

was breast 

cancer. 

N=497  

Germany  - Chemotherapy 

- Targeted therapy 

- Hormonal therapy 

- Immunotherapy 

- Anxiety  - Spielberger State‐

Trait Anxiety 

Inventory 

- Anxiety sensitivity 

index-3  

- Women had higher mean state 

anxiety and Anxiety Sensitivity 

Index-3 scores than men 

- The STAI-S scores were the 

highest among illiterates and 

lowest among university 

graduates 

- Main concerns expressed by 

patients about the COVID-19 

vaccine were worries about how it 

would affect their treatment and 

lack of knowledge.  

Juanjuan et al., 

2020 

[12] 

Patients with 

breast cancer 

 

N= 658 

China - Endocrine therapy 

- Chemotherapy 

- Targeted therapy 

- Radiotherapy 

- Chinese medicine  

- Anxiety 

- Depression 

- Insomnia  

- GAD-7 

- PHQ-9 

- ISI 

- IES-R; PTSD  

- Almost half had to modify their 

cancer treatment due to the 

pandemic 

- Severe anxiety and depression 

were reported by 8-9% of patients 

- High rates of depression, anxiety 

and insomnia were reported in 

patients in BC 
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Study Sample Size Country Treatment (Chemo, 

Surgery, 

Radiation) 

Mental Health 

Outcomes (anxiety, 

depression, stress, 

loneliness) 

How did they 

measure it?  

Main Results / Outcomes 

Li et al., 2022 

[13] 

Patients with 

breast cancer 

during the 

pandemic 

N=218 

China - Surgery - Anxiety 

- Depression 

- GAD-7 

- Chinese version of 

the 9-item 

depression module 

from the PHQ-9 

- Patients with breast cancer were 

more likely to experience 

symptoms of anxiety and 

depression 

Massicotte et 

al., 2021 

[14] 

Female breast 

cancer patients 

(non-

metastatic) 

 

N=36 

Canada - Chemotherapy - Insomnia 

- Depression 

- Anxiety 

- HADS 

- ISI 

- Breast cancer patients 

experience several stressors 

related to COVID-19 pandemic 

and associated with increased 

psychological symptoms. 

- Patients show clinical levels of 

anxiety and insomnia  

Peng et al., 

2022 

[15]  

Patients with 

lymphedema 

before start of 

the pandemic 

 

N= 228 

China - Radiotherapy 

- Hormone therapy 

- Surgery 

- Depression 

- Anxiety 

- HADS - During the pandemic, patients 

with severe lymphedema 

experienced higher levels of 

psychological distress.  

Savard et al., 

2022 

[16] 

Female breast 

cancer patients 

 

N= 23 

Canada - Chemotherapy - Anxiety  - Phone interviews - Some patients experienced a 

great deal of anxiety because of 

hospital offloading, resulting in 

treatment delays. 

Stanizzo et al., 

2022 

[17]  

Female breast 

cancer patients 

N= 65  

Italy - Most were not 

receiving treatment. 

- Others included 

chemotherapy and 

hormone therapy 

- Depression 

- Anxiety 

- HADS 

- IES-R 

- More than half of the 2020 

patients had a higher measure of 

anxiety symptoms 

- High stress caused by COVID-

19 pandemic in breast cancer 

patients 

- No significant difference for 

depression symptoms 

- More psychological support 

needed in lockdown situations 
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Study Sample Size Country Treatment (Chemo, 

Surgery, 

Radiation) 

Mental Health 

Outcomes (anxiety, 

depression, stress, 

loneliness) 

How did they 

measure it?  

Main Results / Outcomes 

Turgeman et 

al., 2022 

[18] 

Cancer patients 

undergoing 

antineoplastic 

therapy. 

 

N= 164 

Israel Antineoplastic 

therapy: 

- Chemotherapy 

- Biological therapy 

- Immunotherapy 

- Anxiety 

- Depression 

- Loneliness 

- HADS - Patients with cancer undergoing 

intravenous treatment could be 

more at risk of high levels of 

anxiety. 

- Appear unrelated to patient age 

or disease stage.  

Yasin et al., 

2021 

[19] 

Breast cancer 

patients during 

COVID-19 

pandemic 

N= 298 

Turkey - Chemotherapy 

- Hormonotherapy 

- Surveillance 

- Anxiety  - The visual 

Analogue Scale for 

Anxiety (VAS) 

- VAS for Anxiety 

in COVID-19 

- The COVID-19 pandemic is 

related to high anxiety levels in 

breast cancer patients 

Yildirim et al., 

2021 

[20] 

Cancer patients 

who are 

undergoing 

treatment 

(breast, ovarian, 

colorectal, 

gastro-

esophageal) 

N= 595 

Switzerland - Chemotherapy 

- Targeted therapy 

- Multi-drug and 

single drug 

chemotherapy 

- Endocrine therapy 

- Anxiety - The Beck Anxiety 

Inventory  

- The depression and anxiety 

levels in cancer patients who have 

been receiving active treatment 

have progressed in the pandemic 

Yousefi 

Afrashteh et 

al., 2021 

[21]  

Females with 

breast cancer 

patients 

N= 210  

Iran - Chemotherapy 

- Radiotherapy 

- Mastectomy 

- Lumpectomy 

- Depression 

- Anxiety 

- Templer’s death 

anxiety scale 

- Beck Depression 

inventory-II 

- Beck anxiety 

inventory 

- Self-compassion 

scale (SCS) 

- Self compassion may be 

considered as a treatment strategy 

to improve psychological well-

being of cancer patients 

- Women with breast cancer who 

practiced self-compassion had less 

depression and anxiety 
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Study Sample Size Country Treatment (Chemo, 

Surgery, 

Radiation) 

Mental Health 

Outcomes (anxiety, 

depression, stress, 

loneliness) 

How did they 

measure it?  

Main Results / Outcomes 

Zhao et al., 

2022 

[22] 

Females with 

stage 1-3 breast 

cancer 

N=152 

USA - Chemotherapy - Anxiety 

- PTSD symptoms 

- Distress 

- GAD-7 

- IES revised (R); 

PTSD  

- A high prevalence of PTSD 

symptoms and anxiety were noted 

at both time points. 

- The scores in this study were 

significantly higher than patients 

with breast cancer in studies 

conducted pre pandemic 

- More stress among those 

undergoing chemotherapy 

Baffert et al., 

2021 [23] 

Patients with 

cancer (breast, 

colon and lung 

were main 

ones) and over 

the age of 18. 

N= 267 

France - Oral and 

intravenous 

treatments 

- Anxiety - Anxiety assessed 

by GAD-7 

- Anxiety rate in patients with 

cancer remained low post-

lockdown in areas minimally 

affected by COVID-19 where 

patients had a preserved quality of 

life 

- Changes in management were a 

positive effect on patients 

Hulbert-

Williams et al., 

2021 

[24] 

 

Patients with 

various types of 

cancer. Most 

prevalent 

cancer was 

breast cancer. 

Mostly female 

 

N= 144 

United 

Kingdom 

- Anti-cancer 

treatment 

- Hormone therapy 

- Some already 

completed treatment 

- Anxiety 

- Depression 

- Stress 

- Functional 

assessment of 

Cancer therapy- 

general 

- A 33-item 

assessment of 

physical, 

social/family, 

emotional and 

functional cancer- 

related well-being 

- Unmet needs across diverse 

domains psychosocial well-being 

- Did not find greater distress 

among cancer patients 

- Need to implement interventions 

to help cancer patients 
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Study Sample Size Country Treatment (Chemo, 

Surgery, 

Radiation) 

Mental Health 

Outcomes (anxiety, 

depression, stress, 

loneliness) 

How did they 

measure it?  

Main Results / Outcomes 

Kassianos et 

al., 2021 

[25] 

Mental health 

Comparison of 

cancer and non-

cancer patients 

- Majority of 

cancer patients 

were female 

 

N= 9565, (264 

are cancer 

patients) 

Switzerland

  

- 12% having active 

therapy for their 

disease 

- Perceived stress 

- Depressive 

symptomatology  

- PSS 

- Depressive 

symptomatology i.e., 

Multidimensional 

State Boredom Scale 

(MSBS) 

- Cancer patients were less 

stressed than non-cancer patients 

- Female cancer patients more 

stressed than male patients- most 

likely due to increased perceived 

susceptibility to COVID-19 

- Study suggests that cancer 

patients were able to handle the 

first wave of the pandemic but as 

it goes on and treatment may be 

affected, this could cause higher 

stress levels 

Nieder et al., 

2021 

[26] 

Cancer patient 

treated with 

radiotherapy 

(breast cancer, 

prostate cancer) 

 

N=102 

Norway - Radiotherapy - Anxiety 

- Depression or sadness 

- Generalized 

anxiety disorder 

screener 

- Patients who went to their 

radiation therapy, the suspected 

increase in anxiety and depression 

was not demonstrable. 

- Not known if patients with a lot 

of worries chose to decline 

radiation therapy.  
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Figure 1. PRISMA diagram of selection of studies (created on Covidence). 

 

Study Population 

The study selection process is outlined in Table 1 and 

Table 2. The two data bases yielded 84 research studies and 

this number was reduced to 78 after removing duplicates. 

After this process, 35 were found to be potentially eligible 

based off their abstract and titles and were then reviewed in 

full text. Of these, 21 studies were eligible for inclusion in 

this scoping review. 8 of the studies that were included in 

this review were just using breast cancer patients and were 

7 done using female participants. There were 7 studies 

included that were examining the effects of COVID-19 on 

the mental health different types of cancer patients, these 

types of cancers included prostate, colon, or lung cancer to 

name a few. The countries with the most studies included in 

this scoping review were Canada and China, there were 7. 

The rest of the studies were a diverse range of different 

countries from around the world, each had different 

COVID-19 severity and prevalence. 

 

Mental Health Outcomes 

The eligible studies reported on 7 different mental 

health outcomes (anxiety, depression, loneliness, insomnia, 

PTSD, stress, and distress). The most prevalent mental 

health outcome that was discussed and measured was 

anxiety but most often anxiety and depression were studied 

together. Anxiety was measured in 19 (%) of the included 

studies and of those 13 (61.9%) of them included 

depression being measured as well. Some studies also 

studied the effects of insomnia among breast cancer 

patients during COVID-19 (n=3, %). Stress was also 

another mental health outcome that was examined in 

different studies. There were two different types of stress 

that were noted to being used: perceived stress and distress. 

Loneliness was also a mental health outcome that was 

measured in two studies (9.5%). And finally, PTSD 

symptoms were measured in one study (4.7%). 
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Measures 

Several different measures were used in the studies. 16 

(76.1%) of the studies used a combination of measures 

instead of just one. The most common measure used was 

the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS). This 

measure was used in seven of the studies that were included 

in this scoping review. Six studies applied the Generalized 

Anxiety Disorder-7 (GAD-7). Four studies (19%) used the 

Impact of Event Scale-Revised. Three studies (14.2%) used 

the insomnia severity index (ISI) Two studies (9.5%) used 

the Beck Anxiety inventory, and one (4.7%) of those 

studies also applied the Beck Depression Inventory-II and 

the Templer’s death anxiety scale. Two studies (9.5%) also 

applied the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) to participants in 

their study. Two studies (9.5%) also used phone calls and 

phone interviews to gain an understanding of certain mental 

health outcomes in patients or to administer questionnaires 

regarding specific measures, such as the HADS or PSS. The 

remaining measures were used less frequently (< 2 studies). 

 

Main Results, Summaries, Level of Evidence 

Of the studies that were included in this scoping 

review, majority of them reported that breast cancer 

patients had higher levels of depression, anxiety, and other 

psychosocial outcomes during the COVID-19 pandemic [6-

22]. Most of the studies that were included, were observing 

just the effects of the pandemic on female breast cancer 

patients, but a few were included where there were a couple 

or several different types of cancers that were being studied 

such as colon, prostate, and lung. It was made clear in many 

of the studies that more interventions need to be 

implemented throughout hospitals, cancer treatment centers 

and other patient care facilities to improve the mental health 

of breast cancer patients throughout the pandemic. These 

studies reported that the interventions should focus on 

psychological support and reducing anxiety in patients to 

hopefully prevent higher levels of depression, anxiety, and 

stress. Among the studies that were included, only one went 

in depth on practices or activities that could be done to help 

improve the mental health of breast cancer patients. 

Afrashteh et al., 2021 [21] reported that patients who 

practiced self-compassion had less depression and anxiety. 

 

Effects of Treatment on Mental Health Outcomes 

When examining the effects of treatment on mental 

health outcomes, some studies observed important findings 

regarding the COVID-19 vaccine. Iscan et al., 2022 [11] 

reported that patients expressed concerns and worries about 

the COVID-19 vaccine. The types of concerns these patients 

had been about how it could affect their treatment, and the 

supply of the vaccines. Bargon et al, 2021 [7] also reported 

that patients or survivors not actively undergoing treatment 

showed a decrease in their emotional functioning (higher rates 

anxiety, depression, distress). One study also discusses the 

effects of treatment delays on the mental health of patients. 

Forner et al., 2021 [10] reported that delays in surgery for 

patients during the pandemic resulted in psychological 

distress in patients (64% had at least moderate stress due to 

these delays and 14% had high stress) 

 

Research Studies where Mental Health Outcomes were Not 

Affected by COVID-19 

Four studies (19%) showed that anxiety and depression 

levels did not change in breast cancer patients during the 

COVID-19 pandemic [23-26]. Nieder et al., 2021 [26] 

conducted a study using cancer patients (mainly breast and 

prostate cancer) who were currently being treated with 

radiation therapy and examined the symptom burden that 

was being experienced by patients during the COVID-19 

pandemic. They observed that patients who went to their 

radiation therapy had no demonstratable increase in anxiety 

or depression. Kassianos et al., 2021 [25] conducted a study 

examining the mental health of and adherence to  

COVID-19 protective behaviours among breast cancer 

patients during the COVID-19 pandemic. In this study they 

compared non-cancer patients to the breast cancer patients 

and concluded that the cancer patients in fact were less 

stressed compared to the non-cancer patients. Hulburt et al., 

[24] designed a study evaluating the impact of COVID-19 

on psychological distress in UK cancer survivors. They 

examined anxiety, depression, and stress levels in cancer 

patients (mostly breast), and they concluded that there was 

not a greater amount of distress among cancer patients. 

Baffert et al. also conducted a study evaluating the quality 

of life of patients with cancer during the pandemic. The 

patients in their study were actively undergoing oral and 

intravenous treatments and they concluded that the anxiety 

rate in patients remained low post-lockdown. 

Although these four studies go against the other 18 

studies that reported that mental health (depression, anxiety, 

stress) determinates during COVID-19, many of them also 

report on the importance of implementing psychological 

interventions and changes in management in patient care 

settings. These interventions and changes will aim to help 

improve the mental health of breast cancer patients. 

 

Discussion 

Summary 

This study showed that the main mental health outcomes 

that were observed during the COVID-19 pandemic in breast 

cancer patients were depression, anxiety, and stress using a 

variety of measures to understand the severity and levels of 

these outcomes in patients. These studies also conveyed that 

patients who were receiving active treatment during the 

pandemic had even higher levels of depression and anxiety. A 

common theme was observed in the studies included that 

explained why patients who were receiving active treatment 

during the pandemic (chemotherapy, radiation, surgery) 

would have higher rates of depression and anxiety. This may 

be because many patients had expressed feelings of worry 

about how COVID-19 or possible anti-COVID-19 treatments 

such as vaccines could affect their treatment. Finally, many of 
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the studies (including ones which did not have results that 

showed higher depression and anxiety) demonstrated that 

there needs to be more psychological interventions in place to 

help improve the mental health of breast cancer patients. 

 

Significance of Findings in a Pandemic Setting 

These findings are important to a healthcare and 

pandemic setting as it raises awareness to the potential serious 

side effects of having a chronic disease such as breast cancer 

during a pandemic. This scoping review helps us understand 

how the mental health of breast cancer and other cancer 

patients, as well as patients with chronic conditions and 

diseases can deteriorate during a widespread occurrence of 

infections where their treatments are affected, vaccines and 

other anti-infection treatments are introduced and reduced 

social interaction. This review teaches us that we need to 

prioritize the mental health of breast cancer patients by 

introducing changes to health care management (more staff, 

more equipment for example) and implement psychological 

interventions to help prevent increasing rates of depression, 

anxiety, insomnia, and other mental health outcomes [27-28]. 

To implement the majority of these changes there needs to be 

an increase in funding in the areas of breast cancer treatment 

and screening, as well as more funding to hire additional staff 

for a multidisciplinary team including mammographers, 

radiologists, oncology nurses and pathologists to name a few 

[27-28]. Eyler et at., 2011 evaluated the methods of 

generating revenue for breast cancer patients [29]. They 

concluded that revenue generating breast cancer initiatives 

can be used as successful ways of raising money for breast 

cancer prevention programs and early detection programs 

[29]. “Pink programs” are programs such as “The Pink 

Ribbon Project” that originated in the United Kingdom and 

are used in many areas to generate money for breast cancer 

advocacy [29-30]. This money for many years has been 

dedicated for breast cancer screening and treatment and has 

been an important part of improving the accessibility to care 

for patients. Increasing the awareness and advocacy of these 

programs are a huge way to generate more funding for 

treatment, screening, and more staff [30]. The findings of this 

review have also shown that throughout the pandemic, 

appointments were delayed causing a substantial backlog 

[31]. Decker et al., 2022 reported that in the province of 

Manitoba they were able to adapt their breast cancer screening 

programs to the COVID-19 pandemic [31]. By introducing 

screening units in distant and rural communities, prioritizing 

individuals who were due for screening, had never been 

screened or were more at risk, they were then able to return to 

full operations by September 2020 [31]. In preparation for 

another pandemic or crisis, hospitals and clinics should invest 

in various breast cancer screening approaches such as the one 

developed in Manitoba so there will not be a backlog 

(whereby in a pandemic or crisis it would not push back 

appointment after appointment). Future studies should 

examine the outcomes of interventions on the breast cancer 

patients during COVID-19 outbreaks as well as compare 

these outcomes to effects of mental health interventions of 

patients with other chronic diseases during COVID-19 [32]. 

There is currently a great deal of literature studying the effects 

of COVID-19 on many other chronic diseases such as 

diabetes and cardiovascular disease, and this may help 

develop programs or interventions that could also benefit 

breast cancer patients [32]. 

 

Effect of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Other Chronic 

Illnesses 

There are many studies in the literature that have 

examined the effects from COVID-19 on mental health in 

children, older adults, and chronic disease patients [33-35]. 

Sayeed et al 2020., [34] examined the mental health 

outcomes of adults with chronic diseases. The found that 

patients with asthma, diabetes or had cardiovascular disease 

symptoms had higher likelihood of experiencing stress, 

anxiety and depression compared to healthy individuals. 

They also concluded that patients with chronic diseases 

need to have more resources available for mental health, 

similar to the findings in this review. Clearly there needs to 

be more psychological interventions for breast cancer 

patients. Another study by Tsras et al 2018., [35] examined 

the rates of depression and anxiety in breast cancer patients, 

prior to the pandemic. They studied participants who were 

receiving active treatment such as chemotherapy and 

radiation. They found that a large proportion of the breast 

cancer patients were classified as depressed and anxious 

and are at high risk for developing psychological disorders. 

This is an important finding because it shows how patients 

who were already at risk of developing depression or 

anxiety can be increased even more during the pandemic. 

 

Limitations 

Overall, this scoping review has several limitations, with 

only 21 studies meeting the inclusion criteria. Many of the 14 

studies that were excluded were using a different study 

population that did not include breast cancer patients, or 

patients that were not undergoing active treatment at the time. 

Also, many of the studies that were included in this scoping 

review were cross sectional studies and could be prone to 

recall error or bias. Another limitation in this study was that 

only 2 data bases were searched for research studies and the 

grey/unpublished literature was not searched. To ensure that 

there are more studies included in the review, it would be 

optimal to search several data bases to make certain that we 

are getting an accurate representation of the literature and 

relevant papers are not missed. Another limitation is the 

abstracts and full-text reviews were only screened/reviewed 

by one person. Not having a duplicate screening is a limitation 

since it can lead to more studies being missed and may have 

an impact on the findings in this scoping review. An 

additional limitation in this scoping review is that only 

English language articles were included in this study, this will 

limit the number of studies that could be reviewed and 

possibly change the results of this study. 
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Conclusion 

This review provides an overview of research 

examining the effects of COVID-19 on the mental health of 

breast cancer patients undergoing treatment. The findings 

of this scoping review show that there were higher rates of 

depression, anxiety, insomnia, and stress in breast cancer 

patients during the pandemic. Out of the studies that were 

included, only a small amount showed that anxiety and 

depression levels did not change during the pandemic. 

Although these studies had opposite results compared to the 

others, it was concluded that psychological interventions 

are needed for breast cancer patients to improve their 

mental health and reduced rates of depression and anxiety. 

Another important finding of this study is that the practice 

of wellness activities such as self-compassion as an 

intervention may alleviate some depression and anxiety 

[21]. Future comparative analyses are needed to assess the 

mental health of breast cancer patient’s post-pandemic and 

compare to results found during the pandemic. Future 

prospective studies research should also focus on the results 

and benefits from psychological interventions as well as 

observe the effects of the pandemic on the mental health of 

other chronic diseases. 
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