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C o p i n g  W i t h  t h e  S i d e  E f f e c t s  o f  C h e m o t h e r a p y

The information contained herein is 
not comprehensive and is intended 
only as a guide.

What is diarrhea?
Diarrhea is frequent, loose, or watery bowel movements. This may happen 
several times a day with or without discomfort, including gas, cramping, and 
bloating. Diarrhea is a common side effect, occurring in 3 out of 4 people who 
receive chemotherapy, and can be life-threatening if it leads to dehydration, 
malnutrition, and electrolyte imbalances. Diarrhea may last for up to 3 weeks 
after treatment.

Why does cancer treatment cause diarrhea?
•  Chemotherapy works by destroying cancer cells. Unfortunately, when 

treatment affects the lining of healthy cells in the digestive tract, it can 
cause diarrhea

•  Treatment changes the distribution of body fl uids by:
– Decreasing absorption of fl uid in the body
– Increasing fl uid in the bowels

What effect can diarrhea have on me?
Besides the symptoms listed above, you may experience the 
following due to low levels of potassium and sodium:

• Palpitations or irregular heartbeat 

• Headaches 

• Tiredness 

• Nausea

• Muscle cramps
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It is important to talk to your doctor 
or nurse if diarrhea continues 

for more than 24 hours, or if you 
have pain and cramping along with 

diarrhea, so that it can be 
treated promptly.
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What should I be aware of if I have diarrhea?
If you have diarrhea, it is very important to have the proper amount of fl uids 
in your body and recognize any changes that may be a result of dehydration. 
Call your doctor or nurse if you:

•  Have 6 or more loose bowel movements per day with no improvement 
in 2 days

• Feel dizzy or weak
• Have a puffy or bloated stomach
• Lose 5 pounds or more after the diarrhea starts
• Have stomach cramps for 2 or more days
• Do not urinate for 12 hours or more
• Do not drink liquids for 48 hours or more
•  Have a fever of 100.5°F (38ºC) or higher, based on temperature 

taken by mouth 

What can I do to help control diarrhea?
• Try a diet of clear liquids (such as water, clear broth, and apple juice)

• Eat small meals frequently

•  Eat foods or drink beverages rich in potassium (such as bananas, 
apricots, potatoes, and sports drinks)

•  Try eating small amounts of low-fi ber food when diarrhea starts 
to improve (such as white rice, noodles, and dry toast)

• Do not eat whole-grain cereals and breads, or food made with bran

•  Do not drink beverages containing caffeine, carbonated drinks, milk, 
or alcohol

• Do not eat greasy, fried, or spicy foods
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