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by Dr Ravindran Kanesvaran, Consultant, Division of Medical Oncology, National Cancer Centre Singapore

The Singapore Society of Oncology (SSO) together with the
support of the Department of Cancer Education of the National
Cancer Centre Singapore (NCCS) had organised a workshop
on Basic principles of Geriatric Oncology for family medicine
specialists recently. Geriatric oncology is a fairly new field that
has come to prominence of late with the realisation that elderly
cancer patients should be treated differently from younger cancer
patients in view of the various factors from biology to psychology
that changes with aging. Elderly cancer patients (defined as those
aged more that 65 years old) consist of 60% of all cancer patients,
hence forming a large of cancer patients with unique needs.

Geriatric Oncology is a field that is fairly well developed in USA

and some European countries but still in its infancy in Asia. NCCS
has the only geriatric oncology program in the region and it
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was initiated in 2007. Currently it is a clinical service provided
to selected cancer patients who are older than 70 years old
presenting at NCCS.

The Singapore Society of Oncology, through its President,
Dr Ravindran Kanesvaran, had applied for the “International
Neighbour of Choice (INOC)” grant from MSD Philantrophy for
2015 and was successful in its application for funding to conduct 3
geriatric oncology workshops.The first of the workshops was the
one conducted on October 10th 2015. It was held at the NCCS
Auditorium from |12pm to 5pm.

The objective of this workshop was expose family medicine
specialists and general practitioners to the fundamental concepts
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of the field of geriatric oncology.The
half day workshop was developed
in a way to give the participant a
comprehensive overview of all the
key specialities involved in the care
of elderly cancer patients. Hence
the workshop involved medical
oncologists, geriatrician, palliative
medicine  specialist, pharmacist,
medical social worker and family
physician.

The course was opened by
medical oncologist, Dr Ravindran
Kanesvaran with an overview and
a brief introduction to the unique
characteristics of the elderly person including disease
presentations, changes in physiology, principles of prescribing and
the importance of a multidisciplinary approach. This was followed
by geriatrician, Dr Anupama Roy Chowdhury, who shared on
geriatric syndromes that might be commonly encountered
in an older person with cancer including delirium and dementia,
falls, functional decline and poor feeding. Next, Dr Ravindran
Kanesvaran covered a brief description of the common cancers
seen in the older person - breast, lung, prostate, haematological
malignancies, stomach, colorectal, metastatic cancer of unknown
primary including their presentation and an update on latest tools
for diagnosis and workup. Dr Tira Tan, medical oncologist, covered
the basic principles of treatment in the elderly, assessment
of fitness to undergo treatment, as well as specific management of
the cancers mentioned above.

In the second part of the workshop, pharmacist, Ms Yeoh Ting Ting,
shared on common toxicities and drug interactions of cancer
drugs as well as tools used to predict its risk. Palliative oncologist,
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Dr Lalit Krishna, gave an interactive
session on the management
of common symptoms
encountered by the elderly cancer
patient including pain, shortness
of breath, nausea and vomiting,
constipation, hiccups, itch and their
management, both pharmacological
and non-pharmacological. This was
followed by Ms Niki Goh Ying Rou,
Medical Social Worker who gave
a brief update on the community
resources available for the older
person with cancer, how to choose
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to these services. Lastly, Dr Rose
Fok, a Family Physician, shared her experiences dealing with
patients in the breast cancer survivorship clinics at NCCS.
She highlighted that there is an increasing role of the family
physician in care coordination and survivorship plans as they
have the appropriate skillset focusing on patient education, health
promotion and disease prevention.

In total, there were 83 participants who turned up for the
workshop.There were pre workshop and post workshops surveys
completed by all the participants of the workshop. Analysis of
the information from the surveys conducted indicates that the
participants now have a higher level of confidence and knowledge
in dealing with cancer patients they may encounter in their clinics.
This coupled with the overall excellent feedback from all the
participants have encouraged the organisers to plan a few more of
these workshops in the future.The next workshop is planned for
March 2015 and will focus on training nurses involved in the care
of elderly oncology patients.
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