
This brochure is for patients who are receiving
chemotherapy for cancer. It describes what to expect
during chemotherapy and what you can do to take 
care of yourself during and after treatment.

What Can You Do?
Eat the right foods to build up your strength.

Stay away from people with a cold or the flu.

Get the rest you need and pace yourself.

Talk about your feelings to deal with any sadness,
anger, or fear you may have.

Work as a team with your health care providers.
Knowing how to help yourself can make you feel
more in control.

What is ChemotherapY

 & hoW Does it Work?
Chemotherapy is the treatment of cancer with drugs 
that can destroy cancer cells.  These drugs often are 
called “anticancer” drugs.
 Normal cells grow and die in a controlled way. 
When cancer occurs, cells in the body that are not 
normal keep dividing and forming more cells without 
control.  Anticancer drugs destroy cancer cells by 
stopping them from growing or multiplying. 
 Healthy cells can also be harmed, especially 
those that divide quickly.  Harm to healthy cells is what 
causes side effects.  These cells usually repair 
themselves after chemotherapy.

What Causes siDe effeCts?
Because cancer cells may grow and divide more rap-
idly than normal cells, many anticancer drugs are made 
to  kill growing cells.  But certain normal, healthy cells 
also multiply quickly, and chemotherapy can effect 
these cells, too.  This damage to normal cells causes 
side effects.
 You may have none of these side effects or 
just a few. The kinds of side effects you have and how 
severe they are depend on the type and dose of che-
motherapy you get and how your body reacts.  Before 
starting chemotherapy, your doctor will discuss the side 

effects that you are most likely to get with the drugs 
you will be receiving.  Before starting the treatment, 
you will be asked to sign a consent form.  You should 
be given all the facts about treatment including the 
drugs you will be given and their side effects before 
you sign the consent form.

 Normal cells usually recover when chemothera-
py is over, so most side effects gradually go away after 
treatment ends, and the healthy cells have a chance to 
grow normally.  The time it takes to get over side ef-
fects depends on many things, including your overall 
health and the kind of chemotherapy you have been 
taking.

 The side effects of chemotherapy can be 
unpleasant, but they must be measured against the 
treatment’s ability to destroy cancer.  Medicines can 
help prevent some side effects such as nausea. Some-
times people receiving chemotherapy become discour-
aged about the length of time their treatment is taking 
or the side effects they are having.  If that happens to 
you, talk to your doctor or nurse.  They may be able to 
suggest ways to make side effects easier to deal with or 
reduce them.

Suggestions for dealing with some of the more 
common side effects of chemotherapy.

Fatigue - feeling tired and lacking energy, is the most 
commonly reported symptom.

How can I cope with fatigue

    Plan your day so that you have time to rest.

    Take short naps or breaks.

    Talk to your health care provider about ways to save     
    your energy and treat your fatigue.
    Eat and drink plenty of fluids. Eat small amounts at      
    a time, if that is helpful.
    Limit caffeine and alcohol.
    Allow others to do things for you.
    Report any changes in energy level to your doctor or    
    nurse.

Nausea and Vomiting - many patients fear that they 
will have nausea and vomiting while receiving chemo-
therapy. New drugs have made these side effects less 
common and, when they do occur, much less severe.

What can I do if I have nausea and vomiting? 
 Drink liquids at least an hour before or after meal 
 time, instead of with your meals. Drink frequently  
 and drink small amounts.

 Eat and drink slowly.

 Eat small meals throughout the day, instead of one,  
 two or three large meals.

 Eat foods cold or at room temperature so you   
 won’t be bothered by strong smells.

 Drink cool, clear unsweetened fruit juices, such   
 as apple or grape juice or light-colored sodas such  
 as ginger ale that have lost their fizz and do not   
 have caffeine.

 Avoid sweet, fried, or fatty foods.

 Avoid eating for at least a few hours before treat- 
 ment if nausea usually occurs during chemotherapy.

 Eat a light meal before treatment.

Hair Loss - (alopecia) is a common side effect of 
chemotherapy, but not all drugs cause hair loss. Your 
doctor can tell you if hair loss might occur with the 
drug or drugs you are taking. 

How can I care for my scalp and hair during 
chemotherapy?

 Use a mild shampoo.

 Use a soft hairbrush.

 Use low heat when drying your hair.

 Have your hair cut short. A shorter style will make  
 your hair look thicker and fuller and will make hair  
 loss easier to manage if it occurs.

 Use a sunscreen, sun block, hat or soft scarf to 
 protect your scalp from the sun if you lose hair on  
 your head.

 Avoid dying, perming, or relaxing your hair.

Infection - chemotherapy can make you more likely 
to get infections.

Your doctor will check your blood cell count often 
while you are getting chemotherapy. Most infections 
come from bacteria normally found on your skin and 
in your mouth, intestines and genital tract.  Some-
times, the cause of an infection may not be known. 
Even if you take extra care, you still may get an infec-
tion.  But there are some things you can do.

How can I prevent infections?

 Wash your hands often during the day.  Be sure   
 to wash them before you eat, after you use the   
 bathroom, and after touching animals.

 Stay away from people who have illnesses you   
 can catch, such as a cold
 Try to avoid crowds.
 Stay away from children who recently have 
 received “live virus” vaccines such as chicken   
 pox and oral polio, since they may be contagious  
 to people with a low blood cell count. Call your   
 doctor or local health department if you have   
 any questions.
 Clean cuts and scrapes right away and daily until  
 healed with warm water, soap, and an antiseptic.
 Avoid contact with animal litter boxes and waste,  
 birdcages, and fish tanks.
 Do not get any immunizations, such as flu or   
 pneumonia shots, without checking with your   
 doctor first.

Mouth, Gum, and Throat Problems - good oral care  
is important during cancer treatment. Some anti- 
cancer drugs can cause sores in the mouth and throat, a 
condition called stomatitis or mucositis. Anticancer drugs 
also can make these tissues dry and irritated or cause 
them to bleed.
How can I keep my mouth, gums, and throat Healthy?
 Talk to your doctor about seeing your dentist at   
 least several weeks before you start chemo-  
 therapy.  You may need to have your teeth cleaned  
 and to take care of any problems such as cavities,  
 gum abscesses, gum disease, or poorly fitting   
 dentures.  Ask your dentist to show you the best   
 ways to brush and floss your teeth during 
 chemotherapy.  Chemotherapy can make you more  
 likely to get cavities, so your dentist may suggest  
 using a fluoride rinse or gel each day to help 
 prevent decay. 

 Rinse your mouth 3 times a day with a mixture   
 of 1 teaspoon baking soda dissolved in a cup of   
 warm water. 
 Brush your teeth and gums after every meal.  Use  
 a soft toothbrush and gentle touch.

 Rinse your toothbrush well after each use and   
 store it in a dry place.

 Avoid mouthwashes that contain any amount of alcohol.
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Eating Well During Chemotherapy
It is very important to eat well while you are get-
ting chemotherapy. Eating well during chemotherapy  
means choosing a balanced diet that contains all the 
nutrients the body needs.

Eating well also means having a diet high enough in 
calories to keep your weight up and high enough in 
protein to rebuild tissues that cancer treatment may 
harm.  People who eat well can cope with side effects, 
fight infection better, and their bodies can rebuild 
healthy tissues faster.

When a poor appetite is the problem,
try these suggestions.

 Eat frequent, small meals or snacks whenever you  
 want, perhaps four to six times a day.  You do not  
 have to eat three regular meals each day.

 Keep snacks within easy reach, so you can have   
 something whenever you feel like it.

 Even if you do not want to eat solid foods, try to  
 drink beverages during the day.  Juice, soup, and  
 other fluids like these can give you important 
 calories and nutrients.

 Ask your doctor or nurse about nutrition 
 supplements.

 Speak with your dietitian about your specific 
 nutrition needs.

GettinG the Support

You need
Chemotherapy, like cancer, can bring major changes 
to a person’s life.  While it can help cure your cancer, 
it can sometimes affect overall health, cause stress, 
disrupt day-to-day schedules, and strain personal 
relationships.  It is no wonder, then, that some people 
feel tearful, anxious, angry, or depressed at some point 
during their chemotherapy.

 These emotions can be prefectly normal, but they 
can also be disturbing. Fortunately, there are ways to 
deal with these emotions side effects, just as there are 
ways to cope with the physical side effects of chemo-
therapy.

You can draw on many sources of support. Here 
are some of the most important:

Doctors, nurses, & other health professionals. If 
you have questions or worries about your cancer treat-
ment, talk with members of your health care team.  
Tell them if you are feeling anxious or depressed, or 
if you are experiencing other emotional or physical 
changes.

Counseling professionals.  There are many kinds of 
counselors who can help you express, understand, 
and cope with your feelings.  If you are depressed, 
you should consider seeking professional help.  Your 
doctor, nurse, or social worker may be able to suggest 
who to contact.

Friends & family members.  Talking with friends or 
family members can help you feel a lot better. Often, 
they can comfort and reassure you in ways that no one 
else can.  However, you may need to help them help 
you.  At a time when you might expect that others will 
rush to your aid, you may have to make the first move.

Support groups.  Support groups are made up of 
people who are going or having gone through the 
same kinds of experience as you.  Many people with 
cancer find they can share thoughts and feelings with 
group members that they do not feel comfortable shar-
ing with anyone else.  Support groups also can serve 
as an important source of practical information about 
living with cancer.  Some studies suggest that not 
only can support groups help with how you are feel-
ing emotionally, but may also help recover physically 
from your cancer.

ConCluSion . . .
      Remember to talk with your
nurse, doctor, or other members 
of your health care team whenver 
you have questions or feel that you 
need more information.
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Choosing the best facility for your cancer care
requires careful consideration.  You want the 
latest technology, optimal treatment and a 
medical staff that treats you with compassion.

There is only one choice.


