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Chemotherapy:

Chemotherapy is commonly used to treat cancer in the US. This guide may help inform your treatment choices by 
providing an overview of the history of chemotherapy and dispelling common misconceptions and myths that surround it. 

Your guide to understanding 

some common misconceptions 

about treatment with 

chemotherapy
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Treatment with chemotherapy has changed over time 

Chemotherapy can be a highly effective treatment that may be able to extend life span
However, it is not uncommon to have some hesitation about it.
Chemotherapy works by targeting and killing cancer cells. Unfortunately, it can also damage healthy cells, leading to side effects 
such as fatigue, nausea, and hair loss. More serious side effects are also possible. While these side effects can sound scary, the 
good news is chemotherapy has evolved over the decades. 

Take a look at the timeline below to see the advancements that have been made

The first research is done on 
developing drugs that use 
chemicals to treat diseases, 
which comes to be known as 
“chemotherapy.”

Men who were exposed to nitrogen 
mustard gas in World War II 
experienced a depletion in their 
bone marrow and lymph nodes, 
leading to the hypothesis that the 
same chemicals could be useful in 
treating cancer of the lymph nodes, 
ie, lymphoma.

The remissions that were 
achieved with nitrogen 
mustard proved to be brief and 
incomplete; skepticism began 
to surround the effectiveness 
of chemotherapy.

Chemotherapy was studied in 
combination with other treatments 
and it was discovered that when 
patients were given chemotherapy, it 
was able to target and destroy cancer 
cells that weren’t removed by surgery 
or radiation. This new treatment 
approach was called “combination 
chemotherapy” and proved to 
decrease the chances of recurrence. 

Many new chemotherapies 
became available to better help 
patients reach their treatment  
goals while potentially  
experiencing less toxicity.

Did you know?

A lack of information related 
to the impact toxic chemicals 
could have on humans 
lead to pessimism about 
chemotherapy. 

Did you know?

Nitrogen mustard was given 
to patients who achieved 
regression. This created 
widespread support for more 
testing and research.

Early 1900s 1940s 1950s

Did you know?

The ability of chemotherapy to 
cure acute childhood leukemia 
and advanced Hodgkin’s disease 
helped overcome the pessimism 
about the ability to treat or even 
potentially cure certain cancers.

1960-70s 1980-90s

Did you know?

There have been 
advancements in medications 
that can be taken with 
chemotherapy that may help 
ease certain side effects. 

If you have concerns about starting chemotherapy, look at the 
next page to learn about some common misconceptions to help you 
better understand chemotherapy treatment.  

Ask your healthcare provider if chemotherapy may  
be able to help you or your loved one

Chemotherapy agents known as 
taxanes have become available. 
These agents are derived from 
plants. Some of these agents 
have the potential to overcome 
drug resistance and treat 
refractory disease.

2000s-Present

Did you know?

The sequence in which 
different treatments are given 
to patients was established 
to help provide patients with 
improved survival benefit.



54

VS

MYTH FACT

VS

FACTMYTH

VS

FACTMYTH

VS

FACTMYTH

VS

FACTMYTH

VS

FACTMYTH

Chemotherapy will make me nauseous 
all the time.

While each patient’s experience is unique, nausea 
can be a common side effect of chemotherapy. If you 

experience nausea, there are steps you and your doctor 
can take that may help to lessen or manage nausea.

There are common misconceptions about chemotherapy 
 
It is okay to have some hesitation about starting treatment with chemotherapy. However, it is important to speak to your doctor 
about all your specific concerns and make sure you know all the risks and benefits before making any treatment decisions. 

Take a look at some of the most common myths about chemotherapy to give you an idea of what 
you may want to discuss with your doctor in more detail

The side effects of chemotherapy are  
always impossible to manage.

While there are side effects associated with 
chemotherapy, there have been advancements 

in medications that can be taken with 
chemotherapy that may help prevent or lessen 

certain side effects.

Chemotherapy will make me lose all  
my hair.

While hair loss is a possible side effect with 
chemotherapy, not every chemotherapy drug causes 
hair loss. Some drugs only cause hair thinning, while 

others do not cause any hair loss at all. 
There are certain products that may help reduce 
your risk of hair loss. If hair loss does occur from 

chemotherapy, it is usually temporary.

If I receive chemotherapy, I will have to be in 
the hospital all the time receiving infusions.

The length of a chemotherapy session can vary 
based on the specific treatment and the patient 

who receives it. Additionally, some chemotherapy 
is given in an outpatient or inpatient setting.

All chemotherapy is the same.
There are many different chemotherapy agents, 
including some that can be effective even after 

other therapies stop working.

Chemotherapy is only used when there 
are no other viable options.

Chemotherapy can be an effective treatment option 
at various stages of cancer treatment for many 

different types of patients. 
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Talk to your healthcare  

team about the possibilities  

with chemotherapy as a  

treatment option
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