Chemotherapy Fact Sheet
Cancer is often a difficult disease to control and frequently requires a variety of
treatments. Similar to cancer treatment in people, surgery, radiation therapy and
chemotherapy are often used alone or in combination with other treatments to control cancer
in pets. Chemotherapy is frequently used to treat cancer that has spread to other parts of the
body, to treat cancer that cannot be treated with surgery or radiation therapy alone or when it
may enhance the effectiveness of these treatments.
What is the goal of chemotherapy?
The goal of chemotherapy is to control or eliminate the cancer while still providing the highest
quality of life to your pet. Chemotherapy drugs sometimes do not cure cancer but rather
control the cancer by killing cells and slowing the progression of the disease.
What is chemotherapy?
Chemotherapy is drug therapy designed to kill or slow the growth of cancers. Many of the
drugs used to treat cancer are derived from natural substances such as plants, trees or even
bacteria and are often the same drugs used in people.
How is chemotherapy given?
There are different formulations of chemotherapy. Some drugs must be given intravenously
(IV), others may be given under the skin or into a muscle. In some cases the drug may be
injected directly into the tumor itself. Some chemotherapy can be given orally in pill form.


IV drugs: Such as vincristine or doxorubicin, an intravenous catheter must be placed for safe
administration of the drug. After administration, the catheter is removed and a light
bandage is placed. The “band-aid” can be removed 1-2 hours after the drug is administered.
If your pet licks at the injection site longer than a day or if the site turns red, this may be a
sign that some drug went outside the vein. Please contact your dog’s clinician immediately
since this may be a serious complication.



Oral drugs: Oral drugs are administered by you at home. It is important that your pet
receive all medications as prescribed and that the pills are not crushed or split, nor capsules
opened. It is sometimes helpful to coat the pills with butter, peanut butter or cream cheese
to cover the bitter taste of the medicine. If you are administering an oral chemotherapeutic

drug, you will be given latex gloves to wear while you handle these pills. When you are
finished giving the pills, wash your hands to remove any medication residue from your skin.
How should I handle body fluids while my pet is on chemotherapy?
Do not handle feces, urine or vomitus unless absolutely necessary within 24 hours of the
chemo administration. If your pet has an “accident”, wear gloves and clean the area with
disposable items (paper towels, baby diapers, etc.) and dispose in the trash. Wash your hands
thoroughly when you are finished cleaning. In general, it is recommended that clothing/
bedding which is soiled by feces, urine or vomitus within 24 hours of chemotherapy
administration should be washed twice in hot water.
How often is chemotherapy given?
Some drugs are given daily, others weekly and some only every 2-3 weeks. Your time
commitment will depend on the chemotherapy drug protocol you choose to treat your pet
with.
What is a chemotherapy drug protocol?
The word protocol refers to a set regime of drug(s) given in a specific time frame. This may
incorporate one or multiple drugs.
How long will my pet receive chemotherapy?
Many chemotherapy protocols involve a series of treatments, followed by a period of careful
observation. Continuous, indefinite chemotherapy is not the norm. However, in some patients
with advanced disease, chemotherapy may be continued as long as it is controlling the cancer.
What happens when chemotherapy no longer controls the cancer?
Cancers can be initially very sensitive to chemotherapy drugs. Unfortunately, the cancer may
return weeks, months or years later. In such cases, the cancer cells have become resistant to
the drugs in a similar way bacteria become resistant to antibiotics. When resistance to one
drug occurs, we can often use other drugs. However, each time resistance develops it becomes
more difficult to find a drug that the cancer will respond to. In some cases, cancer develops
resistance to all drugs. At this point, your pet’s clinician will discuss with you ways to keep your
pet comfortable for the remainder of his/her life.
May my pet receive vaccinations while on chemotherapy?
Recent research indicates it is safe to give your pet vaccines while they are receiving

chemotherapy, but the response to the vaccine may not be optimal. We recommend waiting 2
months after chemotherapy to resume a vaccination schedule.
What sort of side effects may my pet have with chemotherapy?
The highest quality of life for your pet is our goal, but to be effective in controlling a
devastating disease like cancer, chemotherapy drugs are very powerful. Fortunately, pets
don’t have as many side effects as humans going through chemotherapy do. Hair loss
(alopecia), is common in humans but rare in dogs. It is seen mainly with breeds that have
constantly growing hair (poodle, shih tzu, cocker spaniel, etc.). Cats generally do not lose body
hair, but often lose their whiskers. Chemotherapy will slow the re-growth of hair in all pets
receiving chemotherapy so grooming should be adjusted accordingly. Other potential side
effects include nausea, vomiting, diarrhea - most of which are easily controlled with
medications / diet change and only last for a few days. A common side effect with many
chemotherapy treatments is a decrease in the white blood cell count. This could make them
more susceptible to contracting infections if the decrease is severe. At CSU, we routinely check
the blood cell counts before every chemotherapy treatment to insure that the white blood cell
count is not dangerously low.
Although the above are the most common potential side effects, they occur in less than 30% of
the pets receiving chemotherapy. Other side effects are possible, but are often unique to
individual drugs. Your oncologist can provide more detailed information about specific drugs
and protocols that might be considered for your pet.

