
Dexamethasone induced behavioral changes in children treated for acute lymphoblastic
leukemia
Van Dommelen RI, Kingma A, Veerman AJP*, Kamps WA
Dept of Pediatrics, Div of Pediatric Oncology, Groningen University Hospital, Groningen,
*Dutch Childhood Oncology Group, The Hague

Studies in children treated with glucocorticoids (GC) have shown various behavioral
disturbances but to date, such studies in children with acute lymphoblastic leukemia (ALL)
have been sparse. Together with Prednisone, Dexamethasone (DEX) is the primary GC drug
used in ALL protocols, significantly contributing to successful treatment. However, parents
and children frequently complain about serious behavioral, mainly externalizing problems in
their children during repeated DEX periods. 
We performed a prospective, longitudinal and nationwide study in 42 ALL patients (57%
males) and 19 healthy sibling controls to examine the adverse effects of repeated oral
dexamethasone (daily gifts of 6 mg/m² during 2 weeks, repeated every 7 weeks during 24
months). Children were aged 3 to 9 years at diagnosis (Md = 5.5 yrs) and were followed
longitudinally for 3 years in a repeated measurements design by using parents-completed
questionnaires. Results were compared for patients on and off DEX treatment and for patients
and controls. 
Results indicate that children during DEX periods show significantly elevated levels of
behavioral problems, mainly hyperactivity, as measured by the Connors parents rating scale.
After cessation of DEX treatment, these behavioral changes normalize. Anxiety and
(psycho)somatic complaints are elevated in children treated for ALL as well, but unrelated to
DEX treatment.
We conclude that oral DEX treatment is associated with acute, but transient behavioral
changes. Further research is needed to study the complex relationship between behavioral
changes and altered brain metabolism or structure, and to develop interventional strategies to
prevent or reduce the serious DEX related behavioral changes. 

Rieneke van Dommelen, Beatrix Childrens’s Hospital, University Hospital Groningen,
Division of Pediatric Oncology, P.O. Box 30.001, 9700 RB Groningen, t 050 3614213, new
address: Medical Psychology, Maxima Medical Center, Veldhoven, e-mail
r.vandommelen@mmc.nl 

speaker session 7


