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Chemotherapy	is	an	aggressive	form	of	chemical	drug	therapy	meant	to	destroy	rapidly	growing	cells	in	the	body.	It’s	usually	used	to	treat	cancer,	as	cancer	cells	grow	and	divide	faster	than	other	cells.A	doctor	who	specializes	in	cancer	treatment	is	known	as	an	oncologist.	They’ll	work	with	you	to	come	up	with	your	treatment	plan.	Chemotherapy	is
often	used	in	combination	with	other	therapies,	such	as	surgery,	radiation,	or	hormone	therapy.	The	use	of	combination	therapy	depends	on:the	stage	and	type	of	cancer	you	haveyour	overall	healthprevious	cancer	treatments	you’ve	hadthe	location	of	the	cancer	cellsyour	personal	treatment	preferencesIt’s	considered	a	systemic	treatment,	which
means	it	affects	the	entire	body.Chemotherapy	has	been	proven	to	effectively	attack	cancer	cells,	but	it	can	cause	serious	side	effects	that	can	severely	impact	your	quality	of	life.	You	should	weigh	these	side	effects	against	the	risk	of	going	untreated	when	deciding	if	chemotherapy	is	right	for	you.Chemotherapy	is	primarily	used	to:lower	the	total
number	of	cancer	cells	in	your	bodyreduce	the	likelihood	of	cancer	spreadingshrink	tumor	sizereduce	current	symptomsIf	you’ve	undergone	surgery	to	remove	a	cancerous	tumor,	such	as	a	lumpectomy	for	breast	cancer,	your	oncologist	may	recommend	chemotherapy	to	ensure	that	any	lingering	cancer	cells	are	killed,	as	well.	Chemotherapy	is	also
used	to	prepare	you	for	other	treatments.	It	could	be	used	to	shrink	a	tumor	so	it	can	be	surgically	removed,	or	to	prepare	you	for	radiation	therapy.In	the	case	of	late-stage	cancer,	chemotherapy	may	help	relieve	pain.Besides	treatment	for	cancer,	chemotherapy	may	be	used	to	prepare	people	with	bone	marrow	diseases	for	a	bone	marrow	stem	cell
treatment,	and	it	may	be	used	for	immune	system	disorders.Doses	much	lower	than	those	used	to	treat	cancer	can	be	used	to	help	disorders	in	which	the	body’s	immune	system	attacks	healthy	cells,	like	lupus	or	rheumatoid	arthritis.	Chemotherapy	is	designed	to	kill	cells	that	divide	quickly.	While	cancer	cells	are	the	kind	that	divide	quickly,	other
cells	in	your	body	do	this,	as	well.	Cells	in	the	following	areas	can	be	adversely	affected	by	chemotherapy:bloodhairskinlining	of	your	intestinal	tractBecause	of	this,	the	side	effects	of	chemotherapy	include:easy	bruising	and	excessive	bleedingdiarrheadry	mouthmouth	soresfatiguefeverhair	lossloss	of	appetitenauseavomitingweight	losspain	from
nerve	damageinfectionsanemiaconstipationneuropathylymphedemamemory	problemsconcentration	problemsskin	changesnail	changesinsomniasexual	changesfertility	changesYour	doctor	can	help	you	manage	these	side	effects	with	medications,	lifestyle	tips,	and	more.Long-term	effectsMost	side	effects	of	chemotherapy	subside	when	treatment	is
over.	But	there’s	also	the	risk	of	long-lasting	effects	that	may	develop	even	years	after	treatment,	depending	on	the	type	of	chemotherapy	used.These	effects	could	include	damage	to	the:heartkidneyslungsnervesreproductive	organsThere’s	also	the	chance	of	developing	a	second	cancer	as	a	result	of	chemotherapy.	Before	beginning	treatment,	talk	to
your	doctor	about	the	possible	risks	and	what	symptoms	you	should	be	aware	of.As	chemotherapy	is	a	serious	treatment	for	a	serious	condition,	it’s	important	to	plan	ahead	before	beginning	therapy.	Your	doctor	and	hospital	staff	will	help	you	anticipate	the	potential	problems	associated	with	treatment.Before	you	begin	therapy,	you’ll	undergo	a
series	of	tests	to	help	determine	if	you’re	healthy	enough	for	chemotherapy.	This	will	include	examinations	of	your	heart	and	blood	tests	to	determine	the	health	of	your	liver.These	tests	can	also	help	guide	your	doctor	in	deciding	which	types	of	chemotherapy	to	use	in	your	treatment.Your	doctor	may	also	recommend	that	you	visit	your	dentist	before
beginning	treatment.	Since	chemotherapy	affects	your	body’s	ability	to	heal,	any	infection	in	your	gums	or	teeth	could	potentially	spread	throughout	your	body.Your	doctor	may	install	a	portif	you’re	getting	chemotherapy	through	an	intravenous	(IV)	line.	A	port	is	a	device	that’s	implanted	in	your	body,	typically	in	your	chest	near	your	shoulder.	This
allows	for	easier	access	to	your	veins	and	is	less	painful.	During	each	treatment,	the	IV	will	be	inserted	into	your	port.	Preparation	tipsConsider	these	preparation	tips	for	chemotherapy	treatment:Make	arrangements	for	work.	Most	people	can	work	during	chemotherapy,	but	you	may	want	to	be	put	on	a	lighter	workload	until	you	know	what	types	of
side	effects	you	may	be	experiencing.Prepare	your	house.	Do	laundry,	stock	up	on	groceries,	and	do	other	tasks	you	may	be	too	weak	to	do	after	your	first	appointmentArrange	for	any	help	you	might	need.	Getting	a	friend	or	family	member	to	help	with	household	chores	or	caring	for	pets	or	children	can	be	extremely	beneficial.Anticipate	side	effects.
Ask	your	doctor	what	side	effects	you	may	experience	and	how	to	plan	accordingly.	If	infertility	could	be	a	side	effect	and	you	want	to	conceive	a	child,	you	may	want	to	store	and	freeze	sperm,	eggs,	or	fertilized	embryos.	You	may	want	to	purchase	head	covers	or	wigs	if	hair	loss	is	likely.Begin	therapy	or	join	a	support	group.	Talking	to	someone
outside	of	your	family	and	circle	of	friends	about	what	you’re	going	through	can	help	you	remain	optimistic.	It	can	also	help	calm	any	fears	you	may	have	about	treatment.You	and	your	doctor	can	work	together	to	consider	all	variables	and	determine	the	best	course	of	your	treatment.	Chemotherapy	is	typically	given	in	pill	form	or	directly	into	veins
by	injection	or	an	IV.	In	addition	to	these	two	forms,	chemotherapy	may	also	be	administered	in	several	other	ways.	Chemotherapy	delivery	options	include	the	following:Chemotherapy	can	be	delivered	directly	into	the	tumor,	depending	on	the	tumor’s	location.	If	you	undergo	surgery	to	remove	the	tumor,	your	doctor	can	implant	slow-dissolving	discs
that	release	medications	over	time.Some	skin	cancers	can	be	treated	with	chemotherapy	creams.Chemotherapy	can	be	delivered	to	a	specific	part	of	the	body	through	localized	treatment,	such	as	directly	into	the	abdomen,	chest,	central	nervous	system,	or	into	the	bladder	through	the	urethra.Some	types	of	chemotherapy	can	be	taken	by	mouth
through	pills.Liquid	chemotherapy	drugs	can	be	delivered	in	single	shots,	or	you	can	have	a	port	installed	where	a	needle	is	inserted	for	each	treatment.	The	infusion	method	with	a	port	only	involves	pain	at	the	injection	site	during	the	first	visit,	but	the	port	needle	can	loosen	depending	on	your	level	of	activity.Where	you	receive	treatment	depends
on	your	chosen	delivery	method.	For	instance,	if	you	use	creams	or	pills,	you	can	give	yourself	treatments	at	home.	Other	procedures	are	usually	performed	at	a	hospital	or	a	cancer	treatment	center.Your	chemotherapy	schedule,	as	in	how	often	you	receive	treatment,	will	be	customized	for	you.	It	can	be	changed	if	your	body	doesn’t	handle	the
treatment	well,	or	it	can	be	increased	or	decreased	depending	on	how	well	the	cancer	cells	react	to	treatments.Your	doctor	and	cancer	treatment	team	will	regularly	monitor	the	effectiveness	of	your	treatments.	These	will	include	imaging	techniques,	blood	tests,	and	possibly	more.	Your	doctor	can	adjust	your	treatment	at	any	time.The	more	you
share	with	your	doctor	about	how	chemotherapy	is	affecting	you,	the	better	your	treatment	experience	will	be.	You’ll	want	to	tell	your	doctor	about	any	side	effects	or	treatment-related	problems	you’re	having	so	that	they	can	make	adjustments	to	your	treatment	if	necessary.	Chemotherapy	is	the	use	of	drugs	to	destroy	cancer	cells.	This	type	of
cancer	treatment	works	by	keeping	cancer	cells	from	growing,	dividing,	and	making	more	cells.	Chemotherapy	can	be	used	as	a	treatment	for	many	different	cancers.	Your	doctor	may	refer	to	chemotherapy	as	standard	chemotherapy,	traditional	chemotherapy,	or	cytotoxic	chemotherapy.	This	article	will	help	you	understand	basic	information	about
chemotherapy.	Learn	more	in	other	articles	about	what	to	expect	when	getting	your	chemotherapy	treatments	and	the	possible	side	effects	of	chemotherapy.	How	does	chemotherapy	treat	cancer?	Chemotherapy	is	a	systemic	medication.	This	means	it	travels	through	the	bloodstream	and	reaches	all	parts	of	the	body.	There	are	many	different	kinds	of
chemotherapy.	In	general,	drugs	used	for	chemotherapy	are	powerful	chemicals	that	treat	cancer	by	attacking	cells	during	specific	parts	of	the	cell	cycle.	All	cells	go	through	the	cell	cycle,	which	is	how	new	cells	are	made.	Cancer	cells	go	through	this	process	faster	than	normal	cells,	so	chemotherapy	has	more	of	an	effect	on	these	fast-growing	cells.
Because	chemotherapy	travels	through	the	whole	body,	it	can	also	damage	healthy	cells	as	they	go	through	their	normal	cell	cycle.	This	is	why	chemotherapy	can	cause	side	effects	like	hair	loss	and	nausea.	What	are	the	goals	of	chemotherapy?	The	goals	of	chemotherapy	depend	on	your	type	of	cancer	and	how	far	it	has	spread.	Chemotherapy	can	be
given	alone	or	as	a	part	of	a	treatment	plan	that	includes	different	treatments.	Some	of	the	ways	chemotherapy	is	used	include:	As	the	primary	treatment.	Sometimes,	the	goal	of	chemotherapy	treatment	is	to	get	rid	of	all	the	cancer	and	keep	it	from	coming	back.	This	might	be	called	"curative	chemotherapy."	Before	other	treatments.	Chemotherapy
can	be	given	before	surgery	or	radiation	therapy	to	shrink	tumors.	This	can	be	called	"neoadjuvant	chemotherapy."	After	other	treatments.	Chemotherapy	can	be	given	after	surgery	or	radiation	therapy	to	destroy	any	remaining	cancer	cells.	This	is	called	"adjuvant	chemotherapy."	To	slow	the	progression	of	cancer	and	relieve	symptoms.	Even	when
the	cancer	is	not	curable,	chemotherapy	can	partially	shrink	tumors	and	prevent	tumor	growth	and	spread	for	various	lengths	of	time.	In	such	settings,	chemotherapy	can	extend	survival,	relieve	cancer-related	symptoms,	and	improve	quality	of	life.	Chemotherapy	used	for	these	purposes	is	sometimes	called	"palliative	chemotherapy."	Chemotherapy
can	be	used	to	treat	many	types	of	cancers.	It	can	also	be	used	to	treat	recurrent	cancer	and	metastatic	cancer.	Recurrent	cancer	is	cancer	that	comes	back	after	treatment.	Metastatic	cancer	is	cancer	that	has	spread	to	other	parts	of	the	body.	What	factors	determine	a	chemotherapy	plan?	There	are	many	drugs	available	to	treat	cancer.	A	doctor
who	specializes	in	treating	cancer	with	medication	is	called	a	medical	oncologist.	This	type	of	doctor	will	prescribe	your	chemotherapy.	You	may	receive	a	combination	of	drugs,	because	this	sometimes	works	better	than	1	drug	by	itself.	The	drugs,	dose,	and	treatment	schedule	depend	on	many	factors.	These	include:	The	type	of	cancer	The	stage	of
the	cancer.	Cancer	stage	is	determined	by	the	size	and	location	of	the	tumor	and	whether	or	not	the	cancer	has	spread.	tumor	size,	its	location,	and	if	or	where	it	has	spread.	Your	age	and	general	health	Your	body	weight	The	possible	side	effects	of	each	drug.	If	a	drug	causes	you	to	have	too	many	side	effects,	this	can	also	change	your	treatment
plan.	Any	other	medical	conditions	you	have	Previous	cancer	treatments	Where	do	you	receive	chemotherapy?	Chemotherapy	can	be	given	at	a	medical	center	or	taken	at	home,	depending	on	the	specific	drug.	Your	health	care	team	may	need	you	to	come	in	regularly	to	the	clinic,	doctor's	office,	or	hospital	to	receive	the	chemotherapy.	This	may	be
called	outpatient	treatment.	Some	types	of	chemotherapy	can	be	taken	at	home.	Ask	your	health	care	team	how	to	safely	store,	handle,	and	dispose	of	your	at-home	medication.	See	more	below,	under	"oral	chemotherapy"	and	"topical	chemotherapy."	Learn	more	about	what	to	expect	when	getting	chemotherapy.	How	is	chemotherapy	delivered?
Chemotherapy	may	be	given	in	several	different	ways,	which	are	discussed	below.	Intravenous	(IV)	chemotherapy.	Many	drugs	require	injection	directly	into	a	vein.	This	is	called	intravenous	or	IV	chemotherapy.	Treatment	takes	a	few	minutes	to	a	few	hours.	Some	IV	drugs	work	better	if	you	get	them	over	a	few	days	or	weeks.	You	take	them	through
a	small	pump	you	wear	or	carry.	This	is	called	continuous	infusion	chemotherapy.	Oral	chemotherapy.	Oral	chemotherapy	is	taken	by	mouth.	This	can	be	as	a	pill,	capsule,	or	liquid.	This	means	that	you	may	be	able	to	pick	up	your	medication	at	the	pharmacy	and	take	it	at	home.	Oral	treatments	for	cancer	are	now	more	common.	Some	of	these	drugs
are	given	daily,	and	others	are	given	less	often.	Be	sure	to	ask	your	health	care	team	about	your	drug's	schedule	and	how	to	store	the	drug.	Learn	more	about	how	to	keep	track	of	taking	your	medication	at	home.	Injected	chemotherapy.	This	is	when	you	receive	chemotherapy	as	a	shot.	The	shot	may	be	given	in	a	muscle	or	injected	under	the	skin.
You	may	receive	these	shots	in	the	arm,	leg,	or	abdomen.	Abdomen	is	the	medical	word	for	your	belly.	Chemotherapy	into	an	artery.	An	artery	is	a	blood	vessel	that	carries	blood	from	your	heart	to	another	part	of	your	body.	Sometimes	chemotherapy	is	injected	into	an	artery	that	goes	directly	to	the	cancer.	This	is	called	intra-arterial	or	IA
chemotherapy.	Chemotherapy	into	the	peritoneum	or	abdomen.	For	some	cancers,	medication	might	be	placed	directly	in	your	abdomen.	This	type	of	treatment	works	for	cancers	involving	the	peritoneum.	The	peritoneum	covers	the	surface	of	the	inside	of	the	abdomen	and	surrounds	the	intestines,	liver,	and	stomach.	Ovarian	cancer	is	one	type	of
cancer	that	frequently	spreads	to	the	peritoneum.	Topical	chemotherapy.	Some	types	of	chemotherapy	come	as	a	cream	that	you	put	on	your	skin.	You	get	your	medication	at	the	pharmacy	and	apply	it	at	home.	What	types	of	chemotherapy	are	there?	Chemotherapy	for	cancer	includes	more	than	a	100	different	drugs.	Although	all	chemotherapy	drugs
damage	cells,	they	attack	different	cell	targets	at	different	times	during	the	cell	cycle.	Combining	drugs	that	damage	the	cancer	cell	in	different	ways	can	increase	how	well	the	treatment	works.	Below	are	the	main	types	of	chemotherapy:	Alkylating	agents	Antimetabolites	Anti-tumor	antibiotics	Topoisomerase	inhibitors	Mitotic	inhibitors	Plant
alkaloids	Chemotherapy	in	combination	with	other	cancer	treatments	There	are	other	types	of	drugs	besides	chemotherapy	that	also	treat	cancer,	such	as	hormone	therapy,	immunotherapy,	and	targeted	therapy.	Sometimes	oncologists	use	chemotherapy	alongside	another	type	of	drug	in	a	person's	treatment	plan.	These	categories	of	drugs	work	in
different	ways	to	treat	cancer,	and	their	side	effects	are	usually	different	than	chemotherapy.	Talk	with	your	health	care	team	about	what	to	expect	with	your	specific	prescriptions.	Hormone	therapy.	Hormone	therapy	is	a	type	of	cancer	treatment	that	removes,	blocks,	or	adds	specific	hormones	to	the	body.	It	is	also	called	hormonal	therapy	or
endocrine	therapy.	Hormone	therapy	can	be	used	to	treat	several	types	of	cancer.	Immunotherapy.	This	type	of	treatment	helps	your	body's	natural	defenses	fight	the	cancer.	Immunotherapy	has	developed	rapidly	during	the	last	few	years,	and	is	now	an	important	part	of	treatment	for	several	types	of	cancer.	Targeted	therapy.	These	treatments
target	and	disable	genes	or	proteins	found	in	cancer	cells	that	the	cancer	cells	need	to	grow.	Targeted	therapy	can	treat	many	types	of	cancer.	How	long	will	I	need	chemotherapy?	Chemotherapy	is	often	given	for	a	specific	time,	such	as	6	months	or	a	year.	Or	you	might	receive	chemotherapy	for	as	long	as	it	works.	Side	effects	from	many	anti-cancer
drugs	are	too	severe	to	give	treatment	every	day.	Doctors	usually	give	these	drugs	with	breaks,	so	you	have	time	to	rest	and	recover	before	the	next	treatment.	This	lets	your	healthy	cells	heal.	For	example,	you	might	get	a	dose	of	chemotherapy	on	the	first	day	and	then	have	3	weeks	of	recovery	time	before	repeating	the	treatment.	Each	3-week
period	is	called	a	treatment	cycle.	Several	cycles	make	up	a	course	of	chemotherapy.	A	course	usually	lasts	3	months	or	more.	Some	cancers	are	treated	with	less	recovery	time	between	cycles.	This	is	called	a	dose-dense	schedule.	It	can	make	chemotherapy	more	effective	against	some	cancers.	But	it	also	increases	the	risk	of	side	effects.	Your	health
care	team	will	explain	how	often	and	for	how	long	you'll	receive	chemotherapy.	Be	sure	to	talk	with	your	doctor,	nurse,	or	other	team	member	regularly	about	side	effects	of	chemotherapy,	including	what	you	can	expect	and	what	you	are	experiencing.	Questions	to	ask	the	health	care	team	What	type	of	chemotherapy	do	you	recommend	for	me?	Why?
What	are	the	goals	of	this	chemotherapy?	Will	chemotherapy	be	my	only	cancer	treatment?	If	not,	will	it	be	given	before,	during,	or	after	another	cancer	treatment?	How	will	I	receive	chemotherapy,	such	as	by	pill	or	by	IV?	How	often?	For	how	long?	Where	will	I	receive	this	chemotherapy?	If	I	need	to	come	into	the	medical	center	for	chemotherapy,
how	long	will	it	take	to	give	the	treatment?	How	often	will	I	need	to	travel	to	the	center?	If	I	should	take	this	medication	at	home,	are	there	special	instructions	on	how	to	store	or	handle	the	chemotherapy?	What	should	I	do	if	I	miss	a	dose?	What	are	the	possible	side	effects	of	this	treatment	in	the	short	term?	Will	this	treatment	affect	my	daily	life?
Will	I	be	able	to	work,	exercise	and	do	my	usual	activities?	Will	chemotherapy	affect	what	or	how	I	eat?	If	so,	how	can	I	eat	well	during	my	treatment	period?	What	are	the	possible	long-term	effects	of	this	treatment?	Who	should	I	talk	with	about	any	side	effects	I	experience?	How	soon?	Who	should	I	call	with	questions	or	problems?	How	can	I	reach
them	during	regular	office	hours?	After	hours?	If	I'm	very	worried	or	anxious	about	having	this	treatment,	what	can	I	talk	with?	If	I'm	worried	about	managing	the	cost	of	this	treatment,	who	can	help	me?	How	will	we	know	if	the	chemotherapy	is	working?	Will	I	need	any	tests	or	scans	before,	during,	or	after	chemotherapy?	Could	the	dose	or	duration
of	my	chemotherapy	change	over	time?	Related	Resources	What	to	Expect	When	Having	Chemotherapy	Catheters	and	Ports	in	Cancer	Treatment	Making	Decisions	About	Cancer	Treatment	Side	Effects	of	Chemotherapy	Small	Changes	to	Help	Food	Taste	Better	When	You	Have	Cancer	More	Information	Chemocare.com:	What	is	Chemotherapy?
National	Cancer	Institute:	Chemotherapy	to	Treat	Cancer
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