








28 WWW.CANCERCARE.ORG 29CANCERCARE  |  UNDERSTANDING AND MANAGING CHEMOTHERAPY SIDE EFFECTS

Hair Loss
Not all anti-cancer medicines cause hair loss; your doctor or 

nurse can tell you whether you might be affected. Hair loss is 

often one of the more frustrating side effects of chemotherapy 

and cancer treatment. When hair falls out, it can affect a person’s 

self-image and quality of life. But there are ways to cope with this 

side effect of chemotherapy.

Everyone’s experience is different, so it’s important to talk 

with your doctor or nurse about how your particular treatment 

affects hair loss. Depending on the treatment, hair loss may start 

anywhere from seven to 21 days after the first chemotherapy 

session. Hair usually starts to grow back after you are finished 

with treatment. It may have a different texture or color, but these 

changes may not be permanent. 

 

Coping With Hair Loss 

Many people who lose their hair after cancer treatment choose  

to wear some kind of head covering, whether it’s a scarf, turban, 

hat or wig. Some insurance plans cover part of the cost of these 

head coverings. Organizations such as CancerCare can also 

suggest places where you can find wigs.

If you choose to wear a wig, consider buying one before all of your 

hair falls out. This way, you will have a good match to your own 

hair color. Having a wig ahead of time will also help you feel more 

prepared. You can have your wig professionally fitted and styled 

by a full-service wig salon. Some salons specialize in hair loss 

from chemotherapy.
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CancerCare Can Help
Receiving a diagnosis of cancer can be very difficult,  

and adjusting to the necessary changes in your life can  

be challenging.

CancerCare can help. We are a national nonprofit organization 

providing free, professional services to anyone affected by cancer. 

Our licensed oncology social workers can provide support and 

education, help in navigating the complicated health care system, 

and provide information on support groups and other resources.

To learn more about how CancerCare helps, call us at 

800-813-HOPE (4673) or visit www.cancercare.org.

You will likely also build your own personal support network, 

comprised of family and friends. In doing so, it’s best to take 

some time to think about the people in your life and how they  

are best suited to help. Match the task to their strengths— 

ask a family member who loves to shop to pick up something  

for you at the store; ask a friend who’s a good listener to come 

over for a chat.
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Frequently Asked Questions
Q: I’ve had some nerve damage as a side effect of my 

treatment. Should my doctor consider changing the type of 

chemotherapy I’m getting? 

A: This is a judgment call. You and your doctor have to weigh the 

risks and benefits of your treatment. The decision will depend 

on how severe your symptoms are, where you are in the course 

of your treatment, how much your tumor has responded to 

chemotherapy, the current goals of treatment and whether 

there are other effective drugs available that do not cause nerve 

damage. However, even if you stop using a medicine today, you 

will probably continue to have symptoms for some time. And 

because nerve damage builds up over time, the symptoms may 

increase before they decrease. Talk with your doctor or nurse 

about medications, as well as other treatments that may help 

ease discomfort. 

 

Q: I haven’t experienced many side effects from my 

chemotherapy, so I’m wondering whether my treatment  

is really working. 

A: Sometimes, people can benefit from chemotherapy without 

having a lot of side effects or possibly even any side effects. An 

important goal is to prevent side effects, and it sounds as though 

you and your doctors have been able to do that. Not having side 

effects might be due to other factors as well. For example, every 

drug affects each person differently and at different stages of 

treatment. And some chemotherapy drugs are known to cause 

less severe side effects than others.

Q: When a patient has neutropenia (a low white blood cell 

count), what are the most common types of bacteria that 

cause infections, and what antibiotics are used? 

A: There are many different bacteria that can cause infection. 

That is why a broad-spectrum antibiotic (an antibiotic used to 

treat a wide range of these organisms) is usually prescribed 

to treat infection. Doctors see different patterns of infection in 

different geographic regions. These patterns help doctors decide 

which medicines are given to treat infections and prevent them 

from becoming worse.

Q: There have been many discussions in my support  

group and on the Internet about the side effect referred  

to as “chemobrain.” What is chemobrain, and what can be 

done about it? 

A: If you are having memory problems and trouble focusing 

on tasks, finding words or managing daily activities, you are 

not alone. Many people notice these changes while receiving 

chemotherapy. But most find that within a year of finishing 

treatment, these symptoms have either greatly improved or 

disappeared altogether. Researchers are still uncertain about the 

exact causes of chemobrain. But a number of conditions that 

may lead to these symptoms can be treated effectively: low blood 

cell counts, depression, anxiety and fatigue among them. Tell 

your doctor if you’re having any of the symptoms of chemobrain. 

Sometimes, simply changing a prescription can make a real 

difference in how you feel, because some medications can also 

make you less alert.
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Resources

CancerCare
800-813-HOPE (4673)
www.cancercare.org

CancerCare Co-Payment Assistance Foundation
866-55-COPAY (866-552-6729)
www.cancercare.org/copayfoundation

American Cancer Society
800-227-2345
www.cancer.org

Cancer.Net
www.cancer.net

National Cancer Institute
800-422-6237
www.cancer.gov

National Comprehensive Cancer Network
215-690-0300
www.nccn.org

Needy Meds
www.needymeds.org
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