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What is an infection?

An infection happens when harmful germs enter the body and cause
illness. The main types of germs (microbes) are bacteria, viruses, or fungi.
Bacteria are usually found in food, water, air or soil. Common infections
from bacteria are: food poisoning, pneumonia and ear infections.
Viruses, like the flu and herpes, spread from one person to another.
Fungi are normally present in the body, but they can cause an infection
especially if the patient has low immunity. Aspergillus, a fungus found in
the air, can cause pneumonia or sinus infections.

why do children with cancer
get more infections?

Children with cancer have a weaker immune system than normal
children due to the disease and its treatment. This puts them at a higher
risk of getting infections since their bodies are much less able to fight.
Children with cancer have an increased risk of getting common
childhood infections that other children with normally functioning
immune systems usually overcome.

Cancer treatment (chemotherapy, radiotherapy or bone marrow
transplantation) can weaken the child’s immunity. These therapies can
affect the production of white blood cells which help prevent, detect,
and fight infections.

Some treatments (for example: needle sticks or bone marrow
aspirations) might break the body’s natural barriers for infection, such as
the skin and the lining of the intestinal tract. This allows germs that are
normally present in these areas to enter the body and cause an infection.
Hospitalization also carries a risk of infections. Children with cancer
usually spend long periods of time in the hospital, putting them at a
higher risk of infection.

Children who had their spleens removed (spleenectomy) suffer from
more infections since the spleen is the organ that filters blood and
produces antibodies that fight infections.

Treatment with steroid medications can also weaken the immune system.



When is infection most
expected?

A child will be at highest risk of getting infections when the immune system is
the weakest. This happens when your child’s white blood cell counts, specifically
the neutrophils, are at their lowest (seven to 14 days after a chemotherapy
cycle). An abnormally low count of neutrophils is called neutropenia.

Please refer to the “Neutropenia” handout for more information.

What are the signs of infection?

When caring for your child, it is important you do the following:

» You should be very cautious to detect signs of infection early.

« Your child might not show all the usual signs of infections because his/her
normal reactions to infections are weakened.

» When neutropenia occurs, a small infection can become serious very quickly.

» Stay alert for the following infection signs:

- Watch out for fever which can be the only warning sign that your child has an
infection. If your child is taking steroid medications, fever might be masked.

- Take your child’s temperature through the underarm any time he/she does
not feel well, appears ill, feels hot or cold to the touch, is having chills or is
flushed with red cheeks. Never take temperature rectally.

- If your child’s temperature is 38°C or higher, call his/her doctor immediately.

- Redness, tenderness, warm/hot temperature and pain at a specific site are
usually signs of infection in patients with a weakened immunity.

Call your child’s doctor immediately if you notice any of the following:

- redness, pain, swelling or pus in any area (around a cut, wound,
polysite, port, etc.)

« chills or sweats

« cough, sore throat, and difficulty breathing

» swollen tonsils

e ear pain

» blocked or runny nose

» new onset of pain

» burning pain while urinating or bad smelling urine

« difficulty swallowing

» mouth sores with red or white patches



« tooth pain/abscess

» pain upon defecation or redness on the anal area
« diarrhea, vomiting, and weight loss

 rash

» headache

« fainting or trouble waking up

« feeling inactive

How is an infection diagnosed?

Your child might need to do one or more of these tests to check for
an infection:

» blood

e urine

» nasal secretions

» stool

o liver

» kidney

o chest x-ray

How is an infection treated?

» Infections should be treated as early as possible.

» Your child might need to be admitted into hospital for treatment.

» Your child might need to take an antibiotic that fights a wide range of
bacteria before the exact cause of infection is identified to stop the
infection from becoming more serious. If the cause of an infection like
sinusitis, ear infection, pneumonia or skin infection is identified, a
specific antibiotic will be used for treatment. Antifungal medication
might also be prescribed if the infection does not resolve quickly or if
your child has a fungal infection.

» Your child might need to receive a transfusion of white blood cells.



How can | prevent my child
from picking up an infection?

Hand washing is the best way to prevent infections since many diseases

spread by not washing the hands.

» Wash your child’s hands frequently with soap and water.

» Do not let your child get in contact with anyone who has not washed
his/her hands.

» Make sure to clean your hands and your child’'s hands:

- during your child’s stay at the clinic or hospital.

- before eating or handling food.

- before handling medication.

- before and after caring for a wound, a catheter, port or other

access device.

- after using the bathroom or changing diapers.

- after nose blowing, coughing, or sneezing.
after handling trash.

- after using public transportation (taxis or buses).

- while in crowded areas such as playgrounds, malls, restaurants, etc.
Your child might receive an antibiotic, antifungal or antiviral medication
to prevent an infection before it happens.

Your child should avoid being in contact with:

- sick family members. If you or a caregiver is feeling ill, always wash your
hands thoroughly and wear a mask in the presence of your child.

- sick friends, especially if they have infectious diseases

(varicella, chicken pox, etc.).

- children who have received live vaccines (like oral polio vaccine) within
the past two months.

- groups of children or large crowded areas such as cinemas or restaurants
if your child is at risk of neutropenia.

Keep your child’s catheter area clean and dry. Check it daily for redness

or tenderness.

Maintain good mouth hygiene, especially after chemotherapy (washing

mouth after eating, proper teeth brushing).

Always monitor your child’s rectal area for any pain or redness and

keep it clean especially after chemotherapy. Do not give suppositories

or take rectal temperature.

Keep bowel movements soft. Avoid constipation to prevent anal lesions

upon defecation.

Keep all household surfaces clean and free of dust.






Give your child, and all the household members, the seasonal flu shot
as soon as it is available (your child will not receive any other vaccine
during his/her treatment).

Always clean your child’s cuts and scrapes and cover them with a bandage.

What other tips are helpful to
prevent infection?

Wash all fresh fruits and vegetables well before consuming.

Cook meat, chicken, fish and eggs well to kill any germs.

Discard leftover food, water or other drinks after one hour. Bacteria
grow at room temperature.

Do not let your child eat raw meat, fish, and eggs.

Avoid unpasteurized dairy food, raw fruits and vegetables.

Do not let your child share food, cups, utensils or other personal items
such as toothbrushes with others.

Wash your child’s toys frequently. Please refer to the “Tips for Home
Care” handout for more information.

Apply sunscreen to your child’s skin (SPF 15 or higher) to prevent sunburn.
Encourage your child to wear his/her slippers or shoes in or out of the house.
Avoid putting live flowers and plants in your child's room because they
might host bacteria and fungus.

Allow your child to play with pets without touching them.

Avoid taking your child to swimming pools and rivers.

Do not allow your child to sit on the bare floor.

When your child has neutropenia, make sure he/she wears a mask
when in contact with people.

For any questions or concerns, please call the doctor in charge or the clinic.
Clinic: 01-350000 / ext. 8107, 8108 from 8:30 am — 4:30 pm

Doctor in charge: Tel: 71 40 50 70 - after 4:30 pm

We are here to answer all your questions.

This educational material provides general information only.
It does not constitute medical advice. Consult your health care provider
to determine whether the information applies to you.
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