
Getting 
Chemotherapy
Learn the basics about getting chemotherapy and 
important safety precautions you need to consider to 
protect your health and those you live with.

Where will I get 
chemotherapy?
The place you get your treatment depends on which 
chemotherapy (chemo) drugs you’re getting, the drug 
doses, your hospital’s policies, your insurance coverage, 
what you prefer, and what your doctor recommends.
You may get chemotherapy:

• At home
• In your doctor’s office
• In a clinic
• In a hospital’s outpatient infusion center
• In a hospital

Some of these settings may have private treatment rooms, 
while others treat many patients together in one large 
room. Ask your doctor or nurse about this ahead of time so 
you know what to expect your first day.



How often will I need 
chemotherapy and 
how long will it last?
How often you get chemo and how long your treatment 
lasts depend on the kind of cancer you have, the goals of 
the treatment, the drugs being used, and how your body 
responds to them.

You may get treatments daily, weekly, or monthly, but 
they’re usually given in on-and-off cycles. This means, for 
example, that you may get chemo the first 2 weeks and 
then have a week off, making it a cycle that will start over 
every 3 weeks. The time off lets your body build healthy 
new cells and regain its strength.

Your cancer care team can tell you how many cycles are 
planned and how long they expect your treatment to last.
Many people wonder how long the actual drugs stay in 
their body and how they’re removed. Your kidneys and 
liver break down most chemo drugs which then leave your 
body through urine or stool. How long it takes your body to 
get rid of the drugs depends on many things, including the 
type of chemo you get, other medicines you take, your 
age, and how well your kidneys and liver work. Your 



cancer care team will tell you if you need to take any 
special precautions because of the drugs you are getting.
If your cancer comes back, you might have chemo again. 
This time, you could be given different drugs to relieve 
symptoms or to slow the cancer’s growth or spread. Side 
effects might be different, depending on the drugs, the 
doses, and how they’re given.

What should I eat 
before my first chemo 
treatment?
Your chemo can take anywhere from a few minutes to 
many hours. Make sure you eat something before 
treatment. Most people find that a light meal or snack an 
hour or so before chemo works best. If you’ll be there 
several hours, plan ahead and bring a small meal or 
snacks in an insulated bag or cooler. Find out if there’s a 
refrigerator or microwave you can use.

Can I be around my 
family and friends 



while I’m getting 
chemo?
Most chemo drugs make you less able to fight infection, 
but there are ways you can avoid them.

• Stay away from anyone who is sick.
• Wash your hands often, especially before touching 

your face, nose, mouth, or eyes. Ask your family and 
friends to do the same when they are with you.

• Very few treatments require you to avoid close 
contact with loved ones for a short amount of time. If 
this is something you’ll have to do, your doctor will tell 
you about it when going over treatment options.

• Make sure your vaccinations are up to date. The flu 
shot is especially important because people with 
cancer are at high risk of serious flu complications. 
Your health care provider will recommend which 
vaccines you need.

• Infections can be picked up from food and drinks. So, 
food safety is very important when your immune 
system is weak. Talk to your cancer care team about 
whether you need to follow a special diet during your 
cancer treatment.

• Some pets can also transmit infections. So be sure to 
keep them healthy and take precautions when you’re 
around them.

https://www.cancer.org/treatment/treatments-and-side-effects/physical-side-effects/infections.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/survivorship-during-and-after-treatment/staying-active/nutrition/nutrition-during-treatment/weak-immune-system.html
https://www.cancer.org/treatment/treatments-and-side-effects/physical-side-effects/infections/can-i-keep-my-pet-during-chemotherapy.html

