
What People with Cancer 
Need to Know About 
COVID-19

Information for people with cancer and their families

Read this brochure to learn:

• What COVID-19 is

• What the symptoms of COVID-19 are

• What you need to know about COVID-19 if you are getting cancer
treatment

• What happens to your cancer treatment if you get COVID-19

• About virtual visits

• What the Princess Margaret Cancer Centre is doing to keep you safe

• What you can do to protect yourself from COVID-19

Information about COVID-19 changes quickly. The information presented 
here is accurate as of the last updated date. If information changes, 
Princess Margaret Cancer Centre will update patients as soon as possible.
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What is COVID-19?
COVID-19 is a disease caused by a coronavirus first detected in late 
2019. Coronaviruses are a type of virus that can cause the common cold, 
bronchitis, pneumonia and severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS).

Some people are at a higher risk of having more severe symptoms and can 
get very ill from COVID-19. This is because they have health problems that 
make the illness worse. This is why it is very important that you that you stay 
up to date on your COVID-19 vaccines and boosters.

If you need to book an appointment for a COVID-19 vaccine, visit:   
https://www.ontario.ca/book-vaccine

Who is most at risk of severe illness from COVID-19?
People who have a weakened immune system have the highest risk of 
severe illness from COVID-19. People with weakened immune systems may 
include:

• people over 70 years of age

• people with chronic diseases such as cancer, diabetes, heart disease, 
high blood pressure, kidney disease or chronic lung disease

• people having cancer treatments, or who have finished their cancer 
treatments recently 

People with cancer or have had cancer recently should get all the COVID-19 
vaccines they are eligible for. People with cancer may have a higher risk of: 

• getting COVID-19

• getting very sick from COVID-19

• dying from COVID-19
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How does COVID-19 spread?
COVID-19 spreads through large droplets and, under certain conditions, 
aerosols (tiny droplets that float in the air). A person who has COVID-19 
spreads these droplets when they sneeze, cough or speak.

• The droplets can get into the eyes, nose or mouth of people close by.
• Droplets also land on surfaces. People may touch the surface and then

touch their eyes, nose or mouth.

COVID-19 may also be spread by people who do not have any symptoms 
(called asymptomatic spread). 

This is masks are still required by everyone present:
• During all direct patient care and contact
• In all waiting rooms
• In all areas of high-risk inpatient units

What are the symptoms of COVID-19?
The most common symptoms of COVID-19 include:

• Fever or chills
• New cough, or a chronic cough that has gotten worse
• Shortness of breath or any other trouble breathing
• Sore throat or trouble swallowing
• Runny or stuff nose, not related to allergies
• Loss of your sense of taste or smell
• Eye pain or pink eye
• Unexplained headache
• Joint or muscle aches or pains
• Nausea or vomiting (throwing up, or feeling like you might)
• Diarrhea or stomach pains
• Any other general feelings of fatigue (malaise) or weakness

Call 811 (previously called Telehealth) at any time of day if you need non-
urgent medical advice.  
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Call 911 if you:

• Have severe trouble breathing (struggling for breath, can only speak 
one word at a time) 

• Have severe chest pain (constant tightness or crushing feeling)

• Feel confused or unsure of where you are

• Lose consciousness (not being awake or aware) 

Tell the 911 operator about your symptoms and that you have cancer. 

What do I need to know about COVID-19 if I am getting 
cancer treatment? 
Some treatments for cancer, mainly chemotherapy, immunotherapy and 
radiation therapy, can weaken the immune system during and after therapy. 

The immune system can stay weakened for weeks after treatment. You may 
have a higher risk of getting COVID-19 or having more severe symptoms if 
you get it.

See page 13 for the best ways to protect yourself during treatment.

What do I do if I have symptoms of COVID-19 or have been 
exposed to someone with COVID-19?
If you are an outpatient (coming to the hospital for an appointment): 
1. You must self-isolate for 20 days as soon as you notice symptoms or have 

been exposed to someone with COVID.  
 
To learn more about how to self-isolate, read this resource from Public 
Health Ontario (https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/
ncov/factsheet-covid-19-how-to-self-isolate.pdf)
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2. Call your health care team or oncologist (cancer doctor) to tell them 
about your symptoms or exposure.  

3. Take a COVID-19 rapid test. Rapid tests may be available through your 
pharmacy or provider.*  

4. Tell your health care team the results of your COVID-19 test so you get 
the best care. 

If you are an inpatient (staying overnight in the hospital):
1. You will be isolated in your room for 20 days to avoid contact with other 

patients. 
2. You can have visitors if they have no symptoms of COVID-19 and have not 

been exposed to COVID-19. 

Visitors must follow UHN guidelines and wear any required personal 
protective equipment (PPE) provided on the unit.

*Princess Margaret is only able to offer COVID-19 tests to patients having 
active treatment and when advised by the care team when COVID-19 is 
suspected.

Should I go to scheduled tests and treatments?
Do not delay getting your cancer treatment or other care because of 
COVID-19. If your health care team has told you that you need to get tests or 
treatments, go to your appointments as scheduled. 

Delaying treatment can be dangerous if your cancer care team has told you 
to get it now. Call your clinic or health care provider before coming to your 
appointment if:

• you feel unwell with symptoms that could be from COVID-19 (for 
example chills, fever or a new cough)

• you are waiting for results of a COVID-19 test

• you have been in close contact with someone who has symptoms of 
COVID-19 or someone who has recently travelled outside of Canada

• you have travelled outside of Canada in the past 14 days
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Be honest with your health care team so that they can give you the best 
care. If you have symptoms or COVID-19 or test positive for COVID-19, your 
health care team will make sure your treatment continues safely, if it cannot 
be delayed.

What if I feel worried about coming to the hospital for my 
cancer care?
If you feel worried about coming to the hospital for your cancer care, contact 
your health care team to talk about your concerns. It is important that your 
fears about COVID-19 do not stop you from coming to your appointment 
or for your treatment. In some cases you may be able to have your 
appointment virtually (over the phone or computer).

If you need physical help once you arrive at the hospital for your 
appointment, let staff know. Staff at the entrance will help you get to your 
appointment and keep you safe when in hospital. Your health care team is 
here for you.

What happens to my cancer treatment if I get COVID-19?
If you have cancer, you are at a higher risk of becoming very sick from 
COVID-19. COVID-19 is a new illness. We do not know how getting cancer 
treatment affects your body’s ability to protect you or recover from a 
COVID-19 infection. 

If test results show you have COVID-19, your doctor will develop a care plan 
for your condition and health needs. Depending on your situation:

• your cancer treatment may be delayed until you recover from COVID-19.

• your cancer treatment may continue as planned but with extra health 
checks while you recover from COVID-19.

• you may need to stay in the hospital to recover from COVID-19.
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• you will be isolated (kept apart from other people) to keep others safe
from infection.

• your health care team may monitor you with virtual visits until you can
come into Princess Margaret

Your doctor will discuss options for your ongoing care. 

Will I still have in-person appointments if I have COVID-19? 
If you have COVID-19, your health care team will review your care plan to 
make sure you and those around you are safe. Your treatment will not be 
delayed if it is safe for you to get it.

If needed, some of your appointments may be switched to virtual 
appointments (online or by telephone). You can check the myUHN patient 
portal to see if your appointment is in person or virtual.

To learn more visit: About myUHN (www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/myUHN)
To learn more about virtual care, visit Virtual Care at UHN (www.uhn.ca/
PatientsFamilies/Virtual_Care).

To keep you and those around you safe while you are at the hospital: 

• Wear a medical mask when you leave your home. Your mask should
cover your nose, mouth and chin. You may also take a medical mask
from the self-serve station at the hospital entrance if you do not have
one.

• Clean your hands often using alcohol-based hand sanitizer, or soap and
water.

• Stay at least 2 metres (6 feet) away from other people, as much as you
can.

• Avoid eating and drinking for prolonged periods without a mask on. Do
not eat or drink when within 2 metres of other patients or staff.
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What if my appointment is changed from an in-person 
visit to a virtual visit?
Your health care team may offer you a virtual visit instead of an in-person 
visit to help keep you, other patients and staff safe. This will depend on the 
type of appointment you have. We protect your privacy during virtual visits 
the same way we do during an in-person clinic visit. Your phone or video call 
will not be recorded or saved. A secure, private and confidential software will 
be used for your virtual visit.

Your health care team will only offer you a virtual visit if it is safe to do so.

What is a virtual visit?
During a virtual visit, you do not come to the hospital to meet in person. 
Instead, your health care provider will speak to you using a regular phone, 
smartphone, tablet or computer. Clinic staff will ask you what technology 
you have access to, for example a computer, smartphone or tablet, and what 
technology you are comfortable and willing to use. 

Your health care team will book your virtual visit at a time that works for you. 
Your care team will call you within 3 hours of your scheduled time. For any 
questions about your virtual visit, please contact the clinic.

Why is Princess Margaret offering virtual visits?
Virtual visits are not new. Princess Margaret has been using virtual visits 
for years in many areas. We will continue to offer virtual visits after the 
COVID-19 pandemic ends. Most patients are very happy with the care they 
receive in this way. We are using virtual visits more often now to reduce how 
many people come to the hospital. This is to protect patients and staff from 
the spread of COVID-19. 
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Some benefits of virtual visits include:

• You can have your appointment with your health care team from your 
home and not come to the hospital. 

• You can invite other family members to join your appointment. 

Read more about Virtual Visits at UHN
(https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Health_Topics/
Documents/Virtual_Visits_at_UHN.pdf).

How can I travel safely to hospital if I think I have 
COVID-19 or have a confirmed case? 
Follow these tips to travel safely to the hospital if you:

• Think you have COVID-19

• Have a confirmed case (had a COVID test and tested positive) 

Travel by car

If you are getting a car ride:

• Wear a well-fitted medical mask 

• Sit in the back seat, if you can 

• Open the windows if you can  

• Sitting in the back seat creates more distance between people to help 
reduce the spread of the virus.  

• Open windows allow more air flow throughout the car to help remove 
any of the virus in the air. 

If you are getting a ride from a taxi, write down the taxi number or company 
name, and the name of the driver or license plate number. If you do test 
positive for COVID-19 later, you can notify the taxi company.
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Travel by public transit
Try not to use public transit (subway, streetcar, bus) to avoid the spread of 
COVID-19, unless you have no other options. Public transit can be crowded 
and therefore there may be less room to physically distance. COVID-19 
spreads more easily when people gather in crowds.

If you need to use public transit, try to avoid doing so at peak hours to limit 
contact with crowds. Wear the best mask that you have access to on your 
way to the hospital. Your mask should be well-fitted to your face. 

While at the hospital, all patients and staff must wear a medical mask in 
certain areas. You may take a medical mask from the self-serve station at the 
hospital entrance if you do not have one.

If you need help getting to your appointments, read the resource Driving 
Services to Medical Appointments (https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/
Health_Information/Health_Topics/Documents/Driving_Services_to_
Medical_Appointments.pdf).

What is the Princess Margaret Cancer Centre doing to 
keep me safe?
The hospital has many policies in place to limit the spread of COVID-19 and 
keep you, other patients and staff safe. Find the most up-to-date info on 
UHN’s COVID-19 webpage (https://www.uhn.ca/covid19) or ask your health 
care team.

To stop the spread of COVID-19, do not come to Princess Margaret if you do 
not you have an appointment. 

• Confirm your appointment with your health care team before coming to 
the hospital.

• If you have an emergency, you can visit the Emergency Department 
at Toronto Western or Toronto General. You must enter through the 
Emergency Department entrance. You do not need an appointment.
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Patient and Visitor Screening
Patients, Essential Care Partners (ECPs), and visitors must self-screen at the 
hospital entrance for COVID-19.

Patients who do not pass self-screening should let their care team know.
 
Visitors who do not pass self-screening should not enter the hospital. 

Vaccination Policy for Staff, Essential Care Partners and Visitors

Only Essential Care Partners and visitors who are fully vaccinated AND 
who pass self-screening are allowed in the hospital. They must have 
received all doses in a series of a Health Canada-approved vaccine (in most 
cases, at least 2 doses). Their final dose must have been at least 14 days ago.

To learn more about the ECP Vaccination Policy, please read: 
Information about the Essential Care Partner (ECP) Vaccination Policy 
(https://www.uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/Health_Information/Health_Topics/
Documents/ECP_Vaccine_Policy_Info_Sheet.pdf). 

Please speak with your care team if you need an exception to any of UHN’s 
COVID-19 policies. 

Mask Policy
Masks are still required in many areas of the hospital. You are welcome and 
encouraged to wear your mask in all areas of the hospital, even where it is 
not required.

Please take a medical mask from the self-serve station at the hospital 
entrance to wear during your visit. 

Masks are still required by staff, patients and visitors:
• During all direct patient care and contact 
• In all waiting rooms
• In all areas of high-risk inpatient units
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If you come to the hospital wearing:

• A disposable mask: put it in the garbage and put on a new medical 
mask. 

• An N95 or KN95-style mask: you can continue to wear it, but you must 
place the medical mask over top of it. 

Keep your mask on at all times in required areas. Be sure that your mask 
covers your nose, mouth and chin.

Inpatients (patients staying overnight at the hospital) must wear a medical 
mask when:

• Leaving their room 

• Meeting with their health care team 

• Visitors or Essential Care Partners are present 

• Moving around a shared room, such  as when going to the bathroom 

Hand Hygiene
You must clean your hands when you enter the hospital, and before and 
after putting on your mask. Clean your hands often while in the hospital.

If you are wearing gloves, please take them off and clean your hands. Do not 
put the gloves back on.

• If you are wearing reusable gloves, store them in a plastic bag while at 
the hospital. Wash the gloves before using them again.

• If you are wearing disposable gloves, put them in the garbage.

Physical Distancing
Stay at least 2 metres (6 feet) away from other people as much as possible. 
Follow directions from staff, wall signage and floor markers.
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What can I do to protect myself from COVID-19?
Take precautions to prevent the virus from spreading. Some of the best ways 
to protect yourself and others include:

Get the COVID-19 vaccine and boosters
In Ontario, everyone over the age of 12 is eligible for 3 doses of the vaccine.
COVID-19 vaccines prevent you from getting very sick if you get a COVID-19 
infection.

The vaccines do not stop you from spreading COVID-19 to other people. You 
must continue to wear a mask, clean your hands, and stay 2 metres (6 feet) 
from other people. For cancer patients, fully vaccinated means you have 
received 3 doses of the COVID-19 vaccine.

Speak with your doctor or care team about the risks and benefits if you are 
unsure if a COVID-19 vaccine is safe or effective for you.

Patients will not be asked to show their vaccine status at the hospital 
entrance. All patients will receive care whether they have been vaccinated or 
not. ECPs and other visitors must be fully vaccinated to come into hospital.

Make sure you are up to date on all your COVID vaccines and boosters. For 
more information, visit https://covid-19.ontario.ca/getting-covid-19-vaccine.

Wear a mask and take extra care when you must be around people 
you don’t live with

• Wear a well-fitted medical mask, N95 or KN95 mask if you leave your 
home for any reason. Wear the mask so that it covers your nose, mouth, 
and chin.

• Clean your hands before and after putting on or removing your mask.

• Use the ear loops or ties to put on and take off your mask.

• Do not touch the outside of your mask while you are wearing or 
removing it.
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• Put disposable masks in the garbage after each use. Do not reuse 
disposable masks.

• When you must be in shared indoor spaces with people you do not live 
with:

 � Wear a mask that covers you nose, mouth and chin. Ask other 
people in the area to wear a mask.

 � Keep doors and windows open when able, to bring fresh air into the 
space.

 � Do not use fans in shared indoor spaces. Fans can spread germs 
around the room.

Clean your hands often
Clean your hands often with soap and warm water for at least 20 seconds or 
use alcohol-based hand sanitizer.

Clean your hands:

• before eating or touching your face

• before and after putting on or taking off a face mask

• after using the bathroom

• after coughing or sneezing

• after entering your home

• after touching surfaces commonly touched by others (for example, 
handrails in public spaces)

Stay away from people who are sick 
As much as possible, avoid people who are:

• Self-isolating because they were exposed to someone with COVID-19, 
even if the person does not have symptoms

• Sick, especially with a respiratory illness
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Other precautions

• Sneeze or cough into your sleeve or use a tissue and throw it away after 
each use. Then clean your hands.

• Avoid touching your eyes, nose and mouth. You could get COVID-19 if 
you touch a surface that has the virus on it and then touch your eyes, 
nose and mouth with your unclean hands.

• Clean and disinfect surfaces. Be sure to clean surfaces that people touch 
a lot, such as doorknobs, phones, light switches, and keyboards.

Make a plan for what you will do if you become sick. Have a list of people 
who you can call for help with chores and errands. 

For family members and caregivers
If you are a family member or caregiver who lives with or takes care of someone 
with cancer, all of your actions will affect health of the person with cancer. 

If you or another member of your household gets COVID-19, you risk giving 
COVID-19 to the person with cancer.

To reduce the risk of getting infected, follow the same precautions as the 
person with cancer. 

How can I manage stress and anxiety about COVID-19?
It is normal to feel stress and anxiety related to COVID-19. Knowing this and 
paying attention to your mental health is important.

Call the Princess Margaret Cancer Centre Psychosocial Oncology main line if 
stress gets in the way of your daily activities for several days in a row:  
416 946 4525.



Where can I find more information?
Information about COVID-19 changes quickly. For up-to-date info:

• call 811

• call Toronto Public Health Helpline: 416 338 7600 or 311 after hours

• visit the UHN COVID-19 webpage (https://www.uhn.ca/covid19)

• visit the Ontario COVID-19 webpage (https://covid-19.ontario.ca)

Princess Margaret Information Line
The Princess Margaret Cancer Centre has a Patient Information Line to 
answer your questions and direct you to places to get support during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Call the Info Line at 416 946 4559 between 8:00 am to 4:00 pm, Monday to 
Friday, to speak with an Information Specialist.

Access your health record online
Access your health record online through myUHN Patient Portal, a secure 
website for UHN patients. To learn more or to register, contact myUHN 
Support at 416 340 3777 or myUHN@uhn.ca or visit uhn.ca/PatientsFamilies/
myUHN. 

For more information or to provide feedback on this document, please 
email UHN Patient Education & Engagement (pfep@uhn.ca).

Have feedback about this document?
Please fill out our survey. Use this link: surveymonkey.com/r/uhn-pe

Visit www.uhnpatienteducation.ca for more health information. Contact pfep@uhn.ca to request 
this brochure in a different format, such as large print or electronic formats.
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