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Abstract

Background Cancer-related fatigue (CRF) is a common side effect of cancer

and cancer treatment that impacts quality of life. To our knowledge, statistics

on its prevalence in children are lacking in Egypt. This study aims to record the
prevalence and key dimensions of fatigue in pediatric oncology patients undergoing
chemotherapy in Egypt and identify its predictors to inform management strategies.

Methods This study was conducted between October and December 2022 at Dar El
Salam Oncology Hospital, Cairo, Egypt. Interviewed participants were children aged
8-18 years with cancer, prescribed chemotherapy, and not in severe distress. The
children personally filled out 2 questionnaires relating to fatigue (PROMIS Pediatric
Short Forms of Fatigue (PROMIS fatigue), pedsQL multidimensional fatigue (PedsQL
fatigue)), and 3 symptoms-related questionnaires.

Results A total of forty-two children (47.6% female) (mean age 12.1 years (SD 3.3
years)) participated. Reported moderate to severe fatigue in children is between half
to a third of the children depending on the measurement tool used. The mean T-score
for PROMIS fatigue was 53.76 (SD 12.5), and for PedsQL fatigue was 74.27 (SD 21.79).
Stepwise standardized multivariant linear regression showed that fatigue following
PROMIS fatigue could be predicted by depressive symptoms (8= 0.47, p<0.001) and
mobility (3=-0.39, p<0.01) while following PedsQL fatigue, it could be predicted by
upper extremity function (8 = 0.34, p 0.005), depressive symptoms (8 =-0.49, p <0.001)
and treatment status (8=-0.25, p <0.05).

Conclusion Cancer-related fatigue of oncology children patients in Egypt is
multifactorial and prevalent in more than 52% of the patients. Moreover, significant
predicting factors included depression, mobility especially upper extremity function,
and treatment status. Fatigue screening and controlling these factors in pediatric
oncology patients is advisable to improve their medical care plan.

Keywords PedsQL, Quality of life, PROMIS, Pediatric short form-fatigue, Arabic,
Oncology

1 Introduction

The National Comprehensive Cancer Network (NCCN) defined cancer-related fatigue
(CRF) as “a distressing persistent, subjective sense of physical, emotional, and/or cogni-
tive tiredness or exhaustion related to cancer or cancer treatment that is not proportional
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to recent activity and interferes with usual functioning” [1]. The official definition of CRF
is resilient to practice and research as it is rare to find significant fatigue indications over
consecutive checkpoints. To overcome this issue in the absence of a universal tool mea-
suring fatigue, researchers divided fatigue into mild, moderate, and severe depending on
cutoff scores focusing on moderate to severe fatigue in their work [2]. Based on a recent
review, the prevalence in pediatrics ranges from 36-93% of cases with a greater level in
cases receiving chemotherapy ranging from 70-100% of the cases [3, 4]. A report from
Jordan estimated fatigue prevalence among cancer patients to be around 82% [5].To our
knowledge, these statistics for pediatrics are lacking in Egypt.

Multiple risk factors have been linked with CRF. They are classified into modulating
(gender and age), maintaining (lifestyle factors, demographic, and current health), trig-
gering (disease and treatment-related factors), and pre-disposing (genetic disposition)
[2]. Under this general classification, there are multiple subclasses. To illustrate, cancer
and its treatment can lead to complications such as anemia and gastrointestinal symp-
toms, which contribute to fatigue during each treatment cycle [4]. Furthermore, fatigue
is closely related to both psychological and physical limitations in this group of patients.
For instance, a study published in BMC Psychology found that 70% and 30% of brain
tumor survivors and leukemia survivors respectively experienced cognitive fatigue. Fur-
thermore, fatigue was commonly misdiagnosed as depression due to the overlapping
presentation [6]. When investigated, depression often correlated with fatigue in cancer
patients [4] and was found to be a predictor of fatigue [6, 7]. This could highlight the
complex interplay between psychological well-being and fatigue in pediatric oncology
patients. Additionally, physical activity is limited by fatigue. Children receiving intensive
cancer treatment that affects their ability to engage in daily activities and reduces overall
mobility reported deconditioning that exacerbates fatigue [4, 8]. Recent studies found
that physical activity intervention significantly reduces fatigue in children with cancer
[9-11]. Other factors related to severe fatigue were reported such as cancer stage and
elevated body mass index (BMI) [2].

Consequently, assessing CRF requires considering a variety of factors, Multiple instru-
ments have been developed ranging from single-item questions to multidimensional
assessment tools. The former assesses multiple fatigue dimensions, allowing for the most
accurate measurement and precise results. One of the largest Quality of life (QoL) ques-
tionnaire databases is the patient-reported outcomes measurement information system
(PROMIS), It evaluates the social, physical, and psychological health of patients and can
be used in clinical practice and research [12]. The Pediatric Short Form v2.0 - Fatigue
10a was developed by The National Institution of Health (NIH) [13, 14] and then used
in multiple studies, including studies about pediatric chronic pain [15], cancer [4, 15—
17] and sickle cell disease [18]. The questionnaire has been proven valid and sensitive to
change [19-21]. Another promising measure is the Pediatric Quality of Life Inventory
(PedsQL) measurement model, which measures health-related quality of life (HRQoL)
[22]. It is a multidimensional fatigue measurement tool that has been used and verified
in studies regarding pediatric rheumatology [23], pediatric obesity [24], multiple sclero-
sis [25] and cancer patients [26—28]. It also has an Arabic translation that was validated
in native Arabic-speaking cancer patients [29] In this research, we used both question-
naires because they measure distinct aspects of fatigue.
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Severe fatigue has a significant effect on children with cancer as it interferes with the
disease, treatment, function, and every aspect of quality of life (QoL) [4]. In some cases,
it might even lead to discontinuation of treatment [30]. Parents have reported that can-
cer-related fatigue in adolescents disrupts normal life more than the cancer treatment
itself, leading to both physical and cognitive challenges that impede the return to regu-
lar activities post-treatment [31]. Therefore, parental involvement in the management of
fatigue, such as in exercise and dietary programs, is pivotal and enhances the outcomes
of the management programs [32]. Early recognition of fatigue in children with can-
cer is expected to improve their prognosis and quality of life. Children and adolescents
depend on their parents for support and access to healthcare [33]. As this close relation-
ship impacts the positive progression of the management when the parents are actively
involved and aware of the condition it may also negatively impact the child’s quality of
life when the parents are experiencing stress resulting from the burden of their child’s
symptoms [33—35]. Therefore, parental awareness is essential for early intervention in
CRE

Despite the burden of CRF on children, it is yet to be explored in Egypt. Our current
aim is to determine the prevalence and key dimensions of fatigue in pediatric cancer
patients undergoing chemotherapy in Egypt and identify clinical, functional, and emo-
tional predictors of fatigue to inform clinical management strategies. These predictors
include sociodemographic characteristics, type of cancer and chemotherapy treatment,
patient-reported symptoms (e.g. depression), functionality e.g.(upper extremity, mobil-
ity), and clinical data (e.g. leucocytic counts). Shedding light on children’s CRF and their
risk factors will provide grounds for addressing this chronic symptom and support the
efforts to find a channel that predicts and manages cancer-related fatigue.

2 Methodology

2.1 Study design

This is a cross-sectional study to assess fatigue prevalence and its associated risk fac-
tors in children and adolescents suffering from cancer in Egypt. Convenience sampling
was used to recruit participants from Dar El Salam Oncology Hospital (Harmil). Every
patient showing up in the day-care clinic or admitted to the inpatient department who
was not previously interviewed in the day-care clinic was approached to participate
in the study. The recruitment process continued until there were no new patients to

interview.

2.2 Participants
Inclusion criteria were: (1) Age 8- <18 years at the time of the study, (2) Diagnosed with
any type of cancer, (3) Ability to speak, read (alone or with supervision) and understand
Arabic, (4) Not in severe distress, (5) prescribed chemotherapy. The employed ques-
tionnaires were validated in children 8 years and above hindering the application to any
younger age without the need for further validation and possible modifications.
Exclusion criteria were children suffering from sensory or cognitive deficits that pre-
vent understanding or answering the questionnaire.



Abdalkader et al. Discover Public Health (2025) 22:479 Page 4 of 15

2.3 Measurements

Five questionnaires: PROMIS pediatric short form v2.0 Fatigue 10a (PROMIS fatigue),
PedsQL multidimensional fatigue score acute version 3.0 (PedsQL fatigue), PROMIS
Pediatric Item Bank v2.0 — Depressive Symptoms — Short Form 8a, PROMIS Pediat-
ric Item Bank v2.0 — Mobility— Short Form 8a and PROMIS Pediatric Item Bank v2.0
— Upper Extremity — Short Form 8a. They are self-filled questionnaires by the child.
Licensed validated Arabic translations have been obtained from the main distributor of
the questionnaires. They are listed in the appendix [1-5].

PROMIS pediatric short form v2.0 Fatigue 10a (PROMIS fatigue): It has 10 items
with a 7-day recall period that measures the degree of fatigue generally from mild to
severe. Each item is measured by a 5-point Likert response scale ranging from “never”
to “almost always” PROMIS scores are reported as T-scores with a mean of 50 and a
standard deviation (SD) of 10. A higher T-score means a higher degree of fatigue. The
questionnaire has been proven valid and sensitive to change [19-21] and has been used
and validated in oncology patients [17].

PedsQL multidimensional fatigue score acute version 3.0 (PedsQL fatigue): It has eigh-
teen items with a 7-day recall period that measures 3 dimensions of fatigue; sleep/rest
fatigue (6 items), general fatigue (6 items), and cognitive fatigue (6 items). A 5-point Lik-
ert scale from 0 “Never” to 4 “Almost always” is used to scale each of the items, Then the
scores are reversed and linearly transformed to a 0-100 scale. It has been proven to have
strong internal consistency, reliability, and validity in cancer patients [26]. and has an
Arabic-validated translation [29].

Co-occurring symptoms (depressive symptoms) and function (mobility and upper
extremity) were measured using the Arabic versions of the PROMIS Pediatric Short
Forms of depressive symptoms, mobility, and upper extremity measures. These instru-
ments follow the same measurement technique as PROMIS Fatigue except having eight
items. Except for the depressive symptoms, a higher score means a higher experience of
the symptoms.

Other data recorded were demographics (age, gender, height, weight, caregiver rela-
tionship, nationality (ethnicity), province and education level), disease and treatment
information (type of cancer, time since diagnosis, treatment protocol, and other chronic
health conditions) and relative clinical data (most recent test results of hemoglobin and
white blood cell count).

2.4 Data collection

The data collection process was performed every day the clinics were held from October
to November 2022. The guardian was approached by the investigator who introduced
herself and explained the concept of the survey. If they accepted participation in the
study or wanted further information, the couple was directed to a quiet location. Then
the investigator explained the research aims to the guardian and the child and asked for
their consent. Once written consent was gained from the guardian and a verbal agree-
ment from the child, the investigator asked the guardian not to interrupt the child while
filling out the questionnaires, and any inquiries from the child were directed to the
investigator. The questionnaires were printed, and the child read the questions and filled
in the questionnaire without interference. The questionnaires were expected to take
about 15 min. The other data were gathered from the guardian and patient files. Given
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the difference in cognitive level between the age groups, the younger age groups received
extra support in reading the questions and understanding the structure of the question-
naires. From the principal investigator. Moreover, the pilot study accommodated partici-
pants from both age groups and their feedback was taken into consideration to ensure a
complete independent response as much as possible.

2.5 Pilot study

The questionnaires were the first run in a pilot study to standardize interviewing, ensure
clarity of translation, and confirm the average completion duration. The first stage was
run on healthy children, they commented on some expressions that they were unfamil-
iar such as (shirt — in Arabic) in item 5 of PROMIS fatigue, which was explained to be
a (T-Shirt). The average completion time was 12 min. Cancer children were recruited
in the following stage, confirming the viability of the culturally adapted explanation
examples from the first stage with delicate refinements in the approach and interview.
The average duration for this stage was 14 min. A full description of the sample in both
stages is in Appendix 6.

2.6 Ethical consideration

Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics Research Committee at the School of
Pharmacy Newgiza University and the IRB committees at the participating hospital.
Written consent was obtained from the child’s guardian. A verbal consent was obtained
from the child. They were assured that participation was voluntary. All personal infor-
mation was kept with the principal investigator.

2.7 Statistical analysis

For the descriptive analysis, means (SD) were calculated for continuous variables and
frequencies (%) for categorical and ordinal variables. Subgroups’ characteristics and
measures were compared using Mann Whitney U, Fischer exact, and chi-square tests
to reveal possible significant differences. Correlation analysis between fatigue from both
fatigue measurement tools and patient characteristics was run using the Spearman cor-
relation test. A strong correlation was identified as a significant correlation with a cor-
relation coefficient of 0.7-0.9, a moderate correlation had a coefficient of 0.4—0.69 and a
weak one was 0.1-0.39 using a conventional approach to interpretation [36] The charac-
teristics that showed a correlation probability value of <0.1 were used in the multivari-
ant regression analysis. The regression was refined through stepwise regressions which
are iterative repetitive regressions where there is a contentious selection of significant
independent variables and the exclusion of insignificant variables to reach a final opti-
mized model. The coefficients were further standardized to unify the scales and ease the
interpretation of the results. To ensure an acceptable error level in the regression analy-
sis, a minimum of six participants per variable in the regression model + 1 must be avail-
able [37].
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3 Results
A total of 46 patients were approached between October and December 2022, 42 (91.3%)
of them agreed to participate while 4 opted out of participating. After the consent pro-
cess, all 42 children completed the questionnaires taking an average time of 14.61 min
(SD: 4.18).

3.1 Characteristics of participants

About half of the children were female (20, 47.6%) with a mean age of 12.1 years (SD
3.3). According to their body mass index (BMI), a substantial number of children were
normal weight (31, 73.8%) - only 7 (16.7%) were obese or overweight- and had a mean
body surface area (BSA) of 1.27 m? (SD: 0.31). Most of the participants had a hematolog-
ical tumor while only 5 (11.9%) had a solid tumor. All children received chemotherapy
but were at different stages: most were actively receiving chemotherapy treatment; oth-
ers were between cycles of chemotherapy or had finished chemotherapy treatment and
one hadn't started chemotherapy yet. The average blood hemoglobin level was 11.03 g/
dl (SD 1.86) and the average total leukocytic count was 4.17 x 10° cells/ml (SD 3.89). The
vast majority did not have any other chronic health conditions (39, 92.8%) except for two
(4.8%) with a heart condition and one (2.4%) with diabetes. Further sample characteris-
tics are summarized in Table 1.

The sample could be stratified into 2 distinct subgroups, inpatients, and outpa-
tients. The inpatient group (13, 30.9%) were patients who received care and stayed in
the admission unit, while the outpatient group (29, 69.1%) were patients treated in a
day-care setting. The two groups were significantly different in terms of type of cancer
(p<0.01), time since diagnosis (p <0.01), type of treatment (p <0.01), current treatment
status (p<0.01) and hemoglobin (p<0.01) as well as showing a significant difference in
the mean score of the PROMIS mobility questionnaire (p < 0.05).

3.2 Fatigue questionnaires’scores

The mean fatigue score measured by PROMIS fatigue of all participants was 53.76 (SD:
12.5), interpreted as mild fatigue, while PedsQL fatigue was 74.27 (SD: 21.79). The par-
ticipants had variant answers in the two questionnaires, only 33.3% of the participants
had matching scores in the two questionnaires (appendix 7). For PROMIS fatigue almost
half showed no fatigue (20, 47.6%) and for pedsQL fatigue two fifth scored mild fatigue
(17, 40.5%). Further details are presented in Table 2.

The inpatient and outpatient groups showed no significant difference in the average
scores of PROMIS fatigue (p=0.65) and PedsQL fatigue (p=0.80). However, the inpa-
tient group showed a slightly higher result. In the inpatient group, the two question-
naires were the same in describing the absence of fatigue or mild fatigue but showed
differences in moderate and severe fatigue. As for the outpatient group, the score distri-
bution was completely different between the two tools. For instance, PedsQL fatigue val-
ued about half (15, 51.7%) with mild fatigue while only one (3.4%) was mild in PROMIS
fatigue.

3.3 Correlations between fatigue score and characteristics
Mobility and depressive symptoms showed a significant correlation with both fatigue
questionnaires, for PROMIS fatigue, mobility showed a strong correlation in all



Abdalkader et al. Discover Public Health (2025) 22:479 Page 7 of 15

Table 1 Sample characteristics (N=42)

Characteristic All participants In-patients Out-patients p value
N=42 n=13 n=29
N (%) n (%) n (%)
Age
8-12 years 22 (52.4) 6 (46.2) 16 (55.2) 0.861
13-18 years 20 (47.6) 7 (53.8) 13 (44.8)
Mean (SD) 12.1(3.3) 123 (34) 12.1(3.3)
Gender
Female 20 (47.6) 5(385) 15(51.7) 0514
BMI (Kg/m?)
Underweight 4(9.5) 3(23.1) 1(34) 0.185
Normal weight 31(73.8) 9(69.2) 22 (75.9)
Obese 6(14.3 1(7.7) 5(17.2)
Overweight 1024 0 1(3.4)
BSA (m?)
Mean (SD) 1.27(0.31) 1.21(0.35) 1.30(0.29) 0414
Province
North Upper Egypt 20 (47.6) 5(385) 15(51.7) 0.832
Cairo province 14 (33.3) 5(38.5) 9(31)
Canal province 4(9.5) 1(7.7) 3(103)
Other* 4(95) 2(15.4%) 2(6.9%)
Caregiver relationship
Parents 35(83.3 9 (69.2%) 26 (89.7%) 0.203
Siblings 4(9.5) 2 (15.4%) 2 (6.9%)
Other ® 3(72) 2(154) 1(3.4%)
Education level
Primary school 21 (50) 6 (46.2 15(51.7) 0.619
Preparatory school 8(19) 2(154) 6(20.7)
Secondary school 10 (23.8) 3(23.1) 7 (24.1)
Other © 3(72) 2(154) 1(34)
Type of cancer
Hematological tumors 0.005
ALL 26 (61.9) 4(30.8) 22(75.9)
AML 7(16.7) 5(385 2(6.9)
Lymphoma 2 (4.8) 1(7.7) 1(3.4)
Solid tumors
Sarcoma 4(9.5) 3(23.1) 1(334)
Colon cancer 1024) .
Missing 2(4.8) 0 2(69
Other chronic health conditions
No other conditions 39(92.8) 12 (92.3) 27 (93.1) 0.681
Heart disease 2(4.8) 1(7.7) 134
Diabetes 1024 0 134
Time since diagnosis
Less than 6 months 17 (40.5) 10 (76.9) 7(24.1) 0.0038
6-12 months 12 (28.5) 2(15.4) 10 (34.5)
Over 12 months 13 (30.5) 1(7.7) 12(41.3)
Type of treatment
Total 15 protocol 27 (64.3) 4(30.8) 23(79.3) 0.004
AML protocol 7(16.7) 5(385) 26
t-10 protocol 2 (4.8) 2(154)
Other® 5(12) 2(154) 3(103)
Missing 1024) 0 1(34)

Current treatment status
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Characteristic All participants In-patients Out-patients p value
N=42 n=13 n=29
N (%) n (%) n (%)

Active chemotherapy treatment 36 (85.7) 9(69.2) 27 (93.1) 0.007

Between cycles of chemotherapy 4(9.5) 4(30.8) 0

Finished treatment 124) 0 1(3.4)

Didn't start treatment yet 1(24) 0 1(34)

Number of cycles received

Over 8 cycles 31(73.8) 7 (53.8) 24(82.7) 0.078
3-4 cycles 4(9.5) 3(23.1) 1(3.4)

1-2 cycles 6(14.3) 3(23.1) 3(10.3)

Didn't receive chemotherapy 1(24) 1(34)

Hemoglobin (g/dl)

Mean (SD) 11.03 (1.86) 10.07 (1.59) 1146 (1.84) 0.009
Total leukocytic count (1 0° cell/ml)

Mean (SD) 4.17 (3.89) 3.12(1.86) 465 (4.47) 0.149
PROMIS upper extremity

Mean (SD) 37.04 (4.98) 36.46 (5.12) 37.31(4.98) 0.280
PROMIS mobility

Mean (SD) 32.02(8.89) 26.92(10.3) 34.31(7.26) 0.026
PROMIS depressive symptoms

Mean (SD) 15.38 (7.80) 16.07 (7.72) 15.06 (7.95) 0974

A Other provinces: Alexandria province, South upper Egypt, Delta province and Outside Egypt

B Other caregiver relationship: grandparents and uncle/aunt

€ Other education level: uneducated and commercial secondary school

D Other types of treatment: ICE (ifosfamide, carboplatin, and etoposide phosphate), VAC (Vincristine, actinomycin
D and cyclophosphamide), COPDAC protocol (cyclophosphamide, vincristine sulfate, prednisone and dacarbazine),
FOLFOX (leucovorin calcium (folinic acid), fluorouracil, and oxaliplatin), LMB protocol (Vincristine, cyclophosphamide,

methotrexate, Adriamycin). ALL: acute lymphoblastic leukemia

AML acute myeloid leukemia, BSA body surface area (Mosteller formula), BMI body mass index

Table 2 Score of fatigue questionnaires

All participants In-patient Out-patient
N=42 n=13 n=29
N (%) n (%) n (%)
PROMIS fatigue PedsQL PROMIS pedsQL PROMIS pedsQL
fatigue fatigue fatigue fatigue fatigue
Normal 20 (47.6%) 13(30.9%) 5(38.5%) 5(38.5%) 15 (51.7%) 8 (27.6%)
Mild 3(7.1%) 17 (40.5%) 2 (15.4%) 2 (154%) 1(3.4%) 15
(51.7%)
Moderate 12 (28.6%) 10 (23.8%) 2 (15.4%) 6 (46.1%) 10 (34.5%) 4(13.8%)
Severe 7 (16.6%) 2 (4.8%) 4(30.8%) 0 3(10.3%) 2 (6.9%)
Mean (SD) 53.76 (12.5) 74.27 55.07 (23.7) 72.5(23.7) 53.17(11.8) 75.1
(21.79) (21.2)

PROMIS T-score: <50 is no fatigue (Normal), 50-55 is mild, 55-65 is moderate, >65 is severe pedsQL: >90 is no fatigue

(Normal), 61-90 is mild, 60—31 is moderate, =<30 is severe

participants (r= —0.702, p<0.001) while depressive symptoms moderately correlated
with all participants (r=0.669, p <0.001). This correlation remained consistent after sub-
grouping as mobility showed a strong correlation in in-patients (r= -0.752, p<0.001)
and a moderate correlation in outpatients (r= —0.620, p <0.001), while depressive symp-
toms showed a moderate correlation in in-patients (r=0.688, p <0.001) and outpatients

(r=0.672, p<0.001).

Page 8 of 15
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This pattern also presented in PedsQL fatigue as mobility showed a moderate correla-
tion in all participants (r=0.667, p<0.001), inpatients (r=0.654, p=0.015), and outpa-
tients (r=0.659, p<0.001). Depressive symptoms showed a moderate correlation with
PedsQL fatigue in all participants (r= -0.597, p<0.001) and outpatients (r= —0.484,
p<0.001) and a strong correlation in inpatients (r= -0.730, p<0.001). Additionally,
upper extremity mobility moderately correlated with PedsQL fatigue in all participants
(r=0.524, p<0.001), inpatients (r=0.611, p=0.026), and outpatients (r=0.496, p <0.001)
which is a pattern that wasn’t present in PROMIS fatigue.

It’s worth noting that correlation patterns differed in the inpatient group and outpa-
tient group. In the inpatient group, time since diagnosis showed a moderate correlation
with PROMIS fatigue (r=0.608, p=0.027) and PedsQL fatigue (r= -0.514, p=0.072).
In the outpatient group, BSA showed a moderate correlation with PedsQL fatigue (r=
-0.428, p=0.021) and a weak correlation with PROMIS fatigue (r=0.379, p value =0.042)
(Table 3).

3.4 Regression (factors)

According to the available sample of 42 participants and the role of 6 participants per
independent variable in the regression as stated in the methodology, the maximum
number of independent variables included in the regression before saturation was 7 vari-
ables to be investigated in the regression model.

Table 4 contains the results for the stepwise regression of PROMIS fatigue where two
variables were significant predictors: PROMIS mobility (5 -0.39, p =0.002) and PROMIS
depressive symptoms (8 = 0.47, p<0.001). Regarding PedsQL fatigue, stepwise regres-
sion results showed three significant predictors: PROMIS upper extremity (8 = 0.34,
p=0.005), PROMIS depressive symptoms (S = —-0.49, p<0.001), treatment status (8 =
-0.25, p=0.013) (Table 5).

4 Discussion
This study evaluated the prevalence and factors predicting fatigue in children with
cancer prescribed chemotherapy at various stages of treatment. Results supported the
global finding that CRF in children undergoing chemotherapy treatment was prevalent
as one in two or three of these children reported moderate to severe fatigue. Findings
confirmed the convoluted nature of CRF and added to previous research on the signifi-
cant roles of depressive symptoms, mobility, upper extremity function, and treatment
status on fatigue in oncology children undergoing chemotherapy, especially in Egypt.
PROMIS fatigue showed that over half of the children had a fatigue score higher than
the public (T score =50). The mean T score for all children was 53.76 which is less than
1 point above their U.S. counterparts (T score 52.9) [38] and five points above their Chi-
nese counterparts (T score 48.52) [4]. The minimal significant difference is 3 points [39],
making our sample equivalent to their U.S. counterparts and more fatigued than their
Chinese counterparts. Suggested reasons could be cultural or sample differences. Cul-
turally, the Chinese might view “enduring” fatigue as “tolerating hardship” and thus must
bear it and refuse to report it. Looking further into the study sample, half of them were
suffering from solid and brain tumors and those diagnosed with solid tumors were on
average approaching the end of their active treatment [4]., which is expected to have less
fatigue overall.
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As for the PedsQL fatigue, around half (47.6%) of children reported more fatigue than
the mean score of healthy children from a sample in the United States (score =80.49)
[28]. The mean score of the sample (mean score of 70.98) was around 3.5 points higher
than their U.S. counterparts (mean score of 70.98) [28], even after stratification of the
sample, the trend for both strata remained the same [40]. An explanation behind our
participants showing less fatigue than their U.S. counterparts could be traced back to
sample differences. Their sample was more diverse including brain tumors, recent remis-
sions, and long-term off-treatment which could influence the results as long-term off-
treatment patients are more fatigued than cancer patients on active treatment [41].

Our sample showed different results for the measured level of fatigue in the two ques-
tionnaires. That could be attributed to differences between the dimensions measured by
the two questionnaires. PROMIS fatigue was focused on general fatigue a child might
experience in their day-to-day life while PedsQL fatigue had one section for general
fatigue and two other sections for sleep/rest fatigue and cognitive fatigue making it more
sensitive to detecting fatigue and determining the source of it. That is reflected in our
sample by PedsQL fatigue detecting fatigue in more participants than PROMIS fatigue
in our overall sample and the outpatients group.

Subgroup comparison between inpatients and outpatients showed no statistical differ-
ence in fatigue in both questionnaires. It was anticipated that the inpatient group would
show more fatigue than the outpatient group as observed by previous research [40]. Our
sample followed that observation despite the difference not being significant, which
could be due to the lack of statistical power in our sample. However, it revealed interest-
ing observations. At first, although the perceived reason for admission was low TLC and
hemoglobin, the two subgroups were equivalent regarding these two clinical indicators.
This might be due to other admission reasons that were not properly recorded like the
start of treatment or complaining of fever [40]. Additionally, the subgroups were sig-
nificantly different in terms of mobility as inpatients had much lower mobility (26.92,
10.3) than outpatients (34.31, 7.26) which is constant with research stating that patients
exposed to intensive treatment have lower mobility [4, 8] and intern higher fatigue.

The predictors of PedsQL fatigue and PROMIS fatigue scores were not the same,
For PROMIS fatigue they were PROMIS mobility and PROMIS depressive symptoms,
while for PedsQL fatigue predictors were PROMIS upper extremity, PROMIS depres-
sive symptoms, and treatment status. Depressive symptoms have been recognized as a
part of a symptoms cluster made of fatigue and were found to be a significant predic-
tor of fatigue in other studies [8, 42]. Looking at the standardized coefficients, PROMIS
depressive symptoms are the highest predicting factor of fatigue in both PROMIS fatigue
and PedsQL fatigue emphasizing the importance of mental health in fatigue manage-
ment. PROMIS mobility and PROMIS upper extremity, being significant predictors also
comply with previous research as it was found that inactivity contributes to the develop-
ment and persistence of fatigue [8]. As for treatment status being a significant predictor,
chemotherapy leads to an increase in the level of specific inflammatory markers and is
associated with an increase in fatigue prevalence [8].

Despite the inability to run a regression for the inpatients and outpatients due to the
small sample size, correlation analysis on the two groups could be used to have a bet-
ter understanding of the factors impacting fatigue in them. For instance, mobility and
depressive symptoms showed a strong to moderate correlation with the two fatigue
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Table 4 Results of Stepwise regression predicting PROMIS SF fatigue scores

Unstandardized Standardized p value Stan- Lower Upper
B coefficients B coefficients dard limit limit
error
PROMIS mobility —-0.56 -0.39 0.002 0122 —0.645 -0.150
PROMIS depressive 0.75 047 <0.001 0.122 0222 0.717

symptoms

Table 5 Results of Stepwise regression predicting PedsQL fatigue scores

Unstandardized Standardized pvalue Stan- Lower Upper
B coefficients B coefficient dard limit limit
error
PROMIS upper extremity 1.51 0.34 0.005 0.117 0.107 0.584
PROMIS depressive -1.38 -049 <0.001 0117 -0.734 —0.260
symptoms
Treatment status —1544 -0.25 0.013 0.096 —0.447 -0.054

measures in both groups which is consistent with the predicting factors of the overall
sample and previous research. In the inpatient group, time since diagnosis correlated
moderately with fatigue scores in both questionnaires. The correlation was interpreted
as the longer the time since diagnosis is the higher the fatigue. Previous research on
breast cancer found that fatigue increases in the first 6 months of treatment followed by
a gradual decrease over time [43]. It’s believed that time since diagnosis showed this pat-
tern of correlation because most of the inpatients (10, 76.9%) were diagnosed less than
six months at the time of the study. In the outpatient group, BSA showed a weak to mod-
erate correlation to fatigue scores in both questionnaires. The correlation is interpreted
as the higher the BSA the higher the fatigue. This correlation pattern was shown only in
the overall sample and in the outpatient group. A possible explanation as to why it didn’t
show in the inpatient group is that inpatients had a lower BSA (mean of 1.21 (0.35)) and
research showed that obesity is one of the factors associated with severe fatigue [2].

Despite fatigue’s magnitude in children in Egypt, it is not being screened for regularly,
which could be for multiple reasons, for example, there is no agreed-upon measure to
be used in screening [2]. The current study introduced two of the common measure-
ments and explored the potential use of each of them. In addition, healthcare profes-
sionals have limited knowledge about fatigue and its management [44]. This warrants
multiple educational campaigns to healthcare providers and patients about the condi-
tion and approaches to manage it. Also, patients perceive fatigue as a normal thing to
experience because of their diagnosis and not as something they should seek medical
attention for [45]. These factors collectively lead to overlooking fatigue and not including
it in the medical care plan.

An initial step to resolve fatigue in pediatric oncology patients after admitting the
problem is implementing a regular measurement of fatigue. Clinically, routine screening
should be performed with a validated tool [46]. The next step would be to adopt an inter-
vention to manage the condition. Up to this point, only a few interventions have been
explored and developed to reduce fatigue in cancer patients. NCCN developed an algo-
rithm for pediatrics made of screening, primary evaluation, intervention, and re-evalua-
tion. Their intervention plan is based on eliminating the factors causing fatigue and if the
fatigue is unresolved, there is a spectrum of recommendations ranging from nonphar-
macological approaches like exercise and psychological programs to pharmacological
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approaches like antidepressants [1]. it’s also recommended that physical activity, relax-
ation, and mindfulness be used as interventions to reduce fatigue in pediatric oncology
patients while pharmacologic intervention is not advised for routine use [46].

This study has limitations. The relatively small sample size affects the power of differ-
entiation and prediction of some factors as stated earlier. This study could be viewed as
an opportunity to raise the problem of fatigue in cancer patients and open the door for
future larger studies. Our data was only collected from one site. Despite that the location
was a tertiary hospital and our sample comes from different provinces of Egypt, it does
not cover the whole population. Moreover, the guardians and children sat at the same
location during the interviews. Although we tried to eliminate the guardian’s influence
on the child, the simple presence of the guardian could affect the independence of chil-
dren’s answers to the questionnaires. Moreover, guardians’ characteristics, such as edu-
cational level, might influence the fatigue level of the children because they are highly
dependent on them. The focus of this study was mainly on factors related to the patients
themselves, and exploring these external factors could be accounted for in future stud-
ies. Finally, the potential impact of treatment delays, (e.g. caused by sepsis) on fatigue
was not reported. These delays are expected to exacerbate fatigue via different mecha-
nisms such as prolonged systemic inflammation and physical deconditioning. However,
proper documentation of these incidents was not recorded. Future research is advised
to document and account for these independent factors and measure their impact on
fatigue levels to generate a more comprehensive understanding of the condition.

In conclusion, children with cancer in Egypt experience fatigue during their che-
motherapy treatment which is underreported and undermanaged, this was evident by
moderate to severe fatigue in third to half of the participants. Significant factors pre-
dicting fatigue were depression and mobility. Especially upper extremity mobility and
treatment status. This means that patients during active chemotherapy treatment with
upper mobility issues and depressive symptoms are in most need of fatigue manage-
ment. PedsQL Fatigue might represent more detailed information about the nature of
fatigue which allows for a better holistic care plan design. In contrast, PROMIS fatigue
measures fatigue in general which fits longer surveys or research questionnaires. Future
studies are warranted on a wider spectrum of children with cancer post/pre-treatment
to quantify the extent of fatigue and start implementing its prevention in the care plan.

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.org/10.1186/512982-025-00881-3.

[ Supplementary material 1. J

Acknowledgements

The authors want to thank Dr. Ahmad Abdalghafar the pharmacy manager at Dar El Salam Hospital for his cooperation
and administrative processing support and Dr Kholoud Mahmoud for her assistance in optimizing the research protocol
and support for approval of the proceedings.

Author contributions

A.O. was responsible for conceptualization and project administration, A.O. and N.A. ran the formal analysis and
developed the methodology, A.O. and A.Z. overviewed and supervised the study as well as validated the results, N.A. and
S.L. were responsible for data acquisition and curation, N.A. wrote the first draft, A.O. and A.Z reviewed & edited the first
draft. All authors reviewed the final manuscript.

Funding
The study was not funded by any private or public funding agency.


https://doi.org/10.1186/s12982-025-00881-3

Abdalkader et al. Discover Public Health (2025) 22:479 Page 14 of 15

Data availability

The data that support the findings of this study are not openly available due to sensitivity reasons and are available
from the corresponding author upon reasonable request. Data are located in controlled access data storage at Newgiza
University.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate

The study was conducted in accordance with the the 1964 Declaration of Helsinki and its later amendments. Ethical
approval was obtained from the Ethics Research Committee at the School of Pharmacy Newgiza University and the IRB
committees at the participating hospital. Written consent was obtained from the child’s guardian. Verbal consent was
obtained from the child. They were assured that participation was voluntary. All personal information was kept with the
principal investigator.

Consent for publication

Participants and/or their legal guardians were informed about the intent to publish the findings of this research, and
consent for publication was obtained. By submitting this document, the authors declare their consent for the final
accepted version of the manuscript to be considered for publication.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Received: 25 September 2024 / Accepted: 11 August 2025
Published online: 16 August 2025

References

1. Berger AM, Abernethy AP, Atkinson A, Barsevick AM, Breitbart WS, Cella D, et al. Cancer-Related Fatigue Clinical Practice
Guidelines in Oncology NCCN Clinical Practice Guidelines in Oncology on Cancer-Related Fatigue. Journal of the National
Comprehensive Cancer Network. 2010;8(8):904-31.

2. van Deuren S, Boonstra A, van Dulmen-den Broeder E, Blijlevens N, Knoop H, Loonen J. Severe fatigue after treatment for
childhood cancer. Vol. 2020, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. John Wiley and Sons Ltd; 2020

3. daSilva MCM, Lopes Junior LC, Nascimento LC, de Lima RAG. Fadiga em criangas e adolescentes com cancer sob a per-
spectiva dos profissionais de satde. Rev Lat Am Enfermagem. 2016,24:62784.

4. Cheng L, Wang Y, Duan M, Wang J, Wang Y, Huang H, et al. Self-reported fatigue in Chinese children and adolescents dur-
ing cancer treatment. J Pediatr Oncol Nurs. 2021;38(4):262-70.

5. Abu-Taha OM, Al Qadire MI, Maharmeh M, Alyami MS. Assessment of cancer-related fatigue among Jordanian patients: a
cross-sectional survey. Br J Nurs. 2020,29(2):111-7.

6. Irestorm E, Tonning Olsson |, Johansson B, @ra . Cognitive fatigue in relation to depressive symptoms after treatment for
childhood cancer. BMC Psychol. 2020. https://doi.org/10.1186/540359-020-00398-1.

7. Callum G, Brownstein RTJTJGWTMMEMSNCRGYM. Physiological and psychosocial correlates of cancer-related fatigue. J
Cancer Surviv. 2022.

8. Bower JE. Cancer-related fatigue-mechanisms, risk factors, and treatments. Nat Publishing Group. 2014;11:597-609.

9. Platschek AM, Kehe L, AbelnV, Berthold F, Simon T, Strider H. Computer-based exercise program: effects of a 12-week
intervention on mood and fatigue in pediatric patients with cancer. Clin J Oncol Nurs. 2017;21(6):E280-6.

10. Stossel S, Neu MA, Wingerter A, Bloch W, Zimmer P, Paret C, et al. Benefits of exercise training for children and adolescents
undergoing cancer treatment: results from the randomized controlled MUCKI trial. Front Pediatr. 2020;8:243.

1. Lam KKW, Li WHC, Chung OK, Ho KY, Chiu SY, Lam HS, et al. An integrated experiential training programme with coaching
to promote physical activity, and reduce fatigue among children with cancer: a randomised controlled trial. Patient Educ
Couns. 2018;101(11):1947-56.

12, Patient-Reported Outcomes Measurement Information System (PROMIS). | National Institute on Aging. [cited 2022 Oct 2].
https://www.nia.nih.gov/research/resource/patient-reported-outcomes-measurement-information-system-promis

13. Lai JS, Stucky BD, Thissen D, Varni JW, DeWitt EM, Irwin DE, et al. Development and psychometric properties of the PRO-
MIS® pediatric fatigue item banks. Qual Life Res. 2013;22(9):2417-27.

4. Quinn H, Thissen D, Liu Y, Magnus B, Lai JS, Amtmann D, et al. Using item response theory to enrich and expand the PRO-
MIS® pediatric self report banks. Health Qual Life Outcomes. 2014;12(1): 160.

15. Sikorskii A, Victorson D, O'Connor P, Hankin V, Safikhani A, Crane T, et al. PROMIS and legacy measures compared in a sup-
portive care intervention for breast cancer patients and caregivers: experience from a randomized trial. Psychooncology.
2018;27(9):2265-73.

16. Leung YW, Brown C, Cosio AP, Dobriyal A, Malik N, Pat V, et al. Feasibility and diagnostic accuracy of the patient-reported
outcomes measurement information system (PROMIS) item banks for routine surveillance of sleep and fatigue problems
in ambulatory cancer care. Cancer. 2016;122(18):2906-17. https://doi.org/10.1002/cncr30134.

17. Dobrozsi S, Yan K, Hoffmann R, Panepinto J. Patient-reported health status during pediatric cancer treatment. Pediatr
Blood Cancer. 2017;64(4):e26295.

18. Ameringer S, Elswick JK, Smith W. Fatigue in Adolescents and Young Adults with Sickle Cell Disease: Biological and Behav-
ioral Correlates and Health-Related Quality of Life. J Pediatr Oncol Nurs. 2014;31(1):6.

19. Yoon IA, Sturgeon JA, Feinstein AB, Bhandari RP. The role of fatigue in functional outcomes for youth with chronic pain.
European Journal of Pain. 2019;23(8):1548-62.

20. Hinds PS,Wang J, Cheng VI, Stern E, Waldron M, Gross H, et al. PROMIS pediatric measures validated in a longitudinal study
design in pediatric oncology. Pediatr Blood Cancer. 2019,66(5): €27606. https://doi.org/10.1002/pbc.27606.


https://doi.org/10.1186/s40359-020-00398-1
https://www.nia.nih.gov/research/resource/patient-reported-outcomes-measurement-information-system-promis
https://www.nia.nih.gov/research/resource/patient-reported-outcomes-measurement-information-system-promis
https://doi.org/10.1002/cncr.30134
https://doi.org/10.1002/pbc.27606

Abdalkader et al. Discover Public Health (2025) 22:479

21,

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.
41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

46.

Kashikar-Zuck S, Carle A, Barnett K, Goldschneider KR, Sherry DD, Mara CA, et al. Longitudinal evaluation of Patient
Reported Outcomes Measurement Information Systems (PROMIS) measures in pediatric chronic pain. Pain.
2016;157(2):339.

Upton P, Eiser C, Cheung |, Hutchings HA, Jenney M, Maddocks A, et al. Measurement properties of the UK-English version
of the Pediatric Quality of Life Inventory™ 4.0 (PedsQL™) generic core scales. Health Qual Life Outcomes. 2005;3(1):22.
Varni JW, Burwinkle TM, Szer IS, Varni JW. The PedsQLTM multidimensional fatigue scale in pediatric rheumatology: reli-
ability and validity. J Rheumatol. 2004;31(12):2494-500.

Varni JW, Limbers CA, Bryant WP, Wilson DP. The pedsgl™ multidimensional fatigue scale in pediatric obesity: feasibility,
reliability and validity. Int J Pediatr Obes. 2010;5(1):34-42.

Grover SA, Aubert-Broche B, Fetco D, Louis Collins D, Arnold DL, Finlayson M, et al. Lower physical activity is associated
with higher disease burden in pediatric multiple sclerosis. Neurology. 2015. https://doi.org/10.1212/WNL.00000000000019
39.

Meeske K, Katz ER, Palmer SN, Burwinkle T, Varni JW. Parent proxy-reported health-related quality of life and fatigue in
pediatric patients diagnosed with brain tumors and acute lymphoblastic leukemia. Cancer. 2004;101(9):2116-25.

Nunes MDR, Jacob E, Bomfim EO, Lopes-Junior LC, de Lima RAG, Floria-Santos M, et al. Fatigue and health related quality
of life in children and adolescents with cancer. Eur J Oncol Nurs. 2017;29:39-46.

Grant WB. The pedsql™ in pediatric cancerreliability and validity of the pediatric quality of life inventory™ generic cores-
cales, multidimensional fatigue scale, and cancer module. Cancer. 2002,94(6):1867-75.

Al-Gamal E, Long T. The psychometric properties of an Arabic version of the PedsQL multidimensional fatigue scale tested
for children with cancer. Compr Child Adolesc Nurs. 2017;40(3):188-99.

Cheng KKF, Lee DTF. Effects of pain, fatigue, insomnia, and mood disturbance on functional status and quality of life of
elderly patients with cancer. Crit Rev Oncol Hematol. 2011;78(2):127-37.

Loades ME, James V, Baker L, Jordan A, Sharma A. Parental experiences of adolescent cancer-related fatigue: a qualitative
study. J Pediatr Psychol. 2020;45(10):1093-102.

Raber M, Swartz MC, Santa Maria D, O'Connor T, Baranowski T, Li R, et al. Parental involvement in exercise and diet inter-
ventions for childhood cancer survivors: a systematic review. Pediatr Res. 2016;80(3):338-46.

Sayal K, Tischler V, Coope C, Robotham S, Ashworth M, Day C, et al. Parental help-seeking in primary care for child and
adolescent mental health concerns: qualitative study. Br J Psychiatry. 2010;197(6):476-81.

Zeng C,DuN, He L, Wang H, Zhao T, Jia R, et al. Factors influencing parental fatigue in children with retinoblastoma based
on the unpleasant symptoms theory. Sci Rep. 2024;14(1):17389.

Lam W, Leung DYP, Li SF, Yi YZ, Wang HX, Zhou L, et al. Parental stress as the mediator between symptom burden and the
quality of life of Chinese children with cancer. Cancer Nurs. 2022;45(5):E775-81.

Schober P, Boer C, Schwarte LA. Correlation coefficients: appropriate use and interpretation. Anesth Analg.
2018;126(5):1763-8.

Jenkins DG, Quintana-Ascencio PF. A solution to minimum sample size for regressions. PLoS One. 2020. https://doi.org/10.
1371/journal.pone.0229345.

Hinds PS, Nuss SL, Ruccione KS, Withycombe JS, Jacobs S, Deluca H, et al. PROMIS pediatric measures in pediatric oncol-
ogy: valid and clinically feasible indicators of patient-reported outcomes. Pediatr Blood Cancer. 2013;60(3):402-8. https://d
0i.0rg/10.1002/pbc.24233.

Thissen D, Liu Y, Magnus B, Quinn H, Gipson DS, Dampier C, et al. Estimating minimally important difference (MID) in
PROMIS pediatric measures using the scale-judgment method. Qual Life Res. 2016;25(1):13-23.

Mccabe M, Patricia B. Fatigue in the acute care and ambulatory setting. J Pediatr Nurs. 2014;29(4):344-7.

Spathis A, Hatcher H, Booth S, Gibson F, Stone P, Abbas L, et al. Cancer-Related Fatigue in Adolescents and Young Adults
After Cancer Treatment: Persistent and Poorly Managed. J Adolesc Young Adult Oncol. 2017;6(3):489-93.

Berger AM, Mooney K, Alvarez-Perez A, Breitbart WS, Carpenter KM, Cella D, et al. Cancer-Related Fatigue. ournal of the
National Comprehensive Cancer Network. 2015;13(8):1012-39.

Biering K, Frydenberg M, Pappot H, Hjollund NH. The long-term course of fatigue following breast cancer diagnosis. J
Patient Rep Outcomes. 2020;4(1):37.

Silva MCMda, Lopes Junior LC, Nascimento LC, de Lima RAG. Fatigue in children and adolescents with cancer from the
perspective of health professionals. Rev Lat Am Enfermagem. 2016;24:e2784.

Thong MSY, van Noorden CJF, Steindorf K, Arndt V. Cancer-related fatigue: causes and current treatment options. Curr
Treat Options Oncol. 2020. https://doi.org/10.1007/511864-020-0707-5.

Patel P, Robinson PD, van der Torre P, Tomlinson D, Seelisch J, Oberoi S, et al. Guideline for the management of fatigue in
children and adolescents with cancer or pediatric hematopoietic cell transplant recipients: 2023 update. EClinicalMedi-
cine. 2023,63:102147.

Publisher’s note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Page 15 of 15


https://doi.org/10.1212/WNL.0000000000001939
https://doi.org/10.1212/WNL.0000000000001939
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0229345
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0229345
https://doi.org/10.1002/pbc.24233
https://doi.org/10.1002/pbc.24233
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11864-020-0707-5

	﻿Prevalence of fatigue among pediatric cancer patients in Egypt
	﻿Abstract
	﻿1﻿ ﻿Introduction
	﻿2﻿ ﻿Methodology
	﻿2.1﻿ ﻿Study design
	﻿2.2﻿ ﻿Participants
	﻿2.3﻿ ﻿Measurements
	﻿2.4﻿ ﻿Data collection
	﻿2.5﻿ ﻿Pilot study
	﻿2.6﻿ ﻿Ethical consideration
	﻿2.7﻿ ﻿Statistical analysis

	﻿3﻿ ﻿Results
	﻿3.1﻿ ﻿Characteristics of participants
	﻿3.2﻿ ﻿Fatigue questionnaires’ scores
	﻿3.3﻿ ﻿Correlations between fatigue score and characteristics
	﻿3.4﻿ ﻿Regression (factors)

	﻿4﻿ ﻿Discussion
	﻿References


