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Abstract 

Cancer treatment involves more than eradicating tumors—it requires managing a wide range of 

symptoms that can affect the lungs, gastrointestinal system, nutritional intake, and urinary 

health. This report addresses major supportive care issues faced by patients undergoing cancer 

therapy, including breathlessness, appetite loss, mouth sores, swallowing difficulties, 

constipation, diarrhea, urinary frequency, and incontinence. Drawing on guidance from the 

American Cancer Society (ACS), National Cancer Institute (NCI), and other global health bodies, it 

outlines strategies and medical interventions to enhance patient comfort, preserve dignity, and 

maintain treatment adherence. 
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3. Introduction 

Supportive care is a critical but often overlooked pillar of cancer treatment. Symptoms such as 

shortness of breath, malnutrition, digestive disruptions, and urinary issues can severely reduce a 

patient’s quality of life, interfere with therapy adherence, and impact survival outcomes. This 

report provides an in-depth overview of these challenges and how they are addressed globally 

through evidence-based practices. 

4. Main Content  

a) Background and Literature Review 

Cancer therapies, including chemotherapy, radiation, and surgery, often have systemic 

effects beyond the tumor site. A significant body of research emphasizes the importance 

of symptom management to optimize patient outcomes and quality of life (WHO, 2021; 

ACS, 2024). 

b) Methods / Approach 

The report synthesizes clinical guidelines and patient-focused resources from WHO, ACS, 

NCI, and NCCN, incorporating qualitative insights from patient testimonials. 

c) Findings / Analysis 

Breathing Difficulties Shortness of breath (dyspnea) may stem from tumor-related lung 

compression, treatment toxicity, infections, or anxiety. Management involves treating the 

cause, medications (e.g., bronchodilators, morphine, anxiolytics), breathing exercises, 

and in some cases, supplemental oxygen (NCI, 2024). 

Nutritional Concerns Weight loss, appetite loss, taste alterations, and oral mucositis are 

frequent. Strategies include: 

 High-calorie/protein meals in small portions 

 Nutritional supplements 

 Appetite stimulants (e.g., Megestrol acetate) 

 Referral to oncology dietitians 
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Digestive Challenges Constipation and diarrhea are common, with causes ranging from 

medication to GI mucosal damage: 

 Constipation: managed with hydration, dietary fiber, and laxatives 

 Diarrhea: managed through dietary changes, anti-motility agents, and hydration 

Nausea and vomiting are controlled using a combination of antiemetics like ondansetron 

and corticosteroids. 

Oral and Swallowing Problems Oral mucositis, dysphagia, and xerostomia impair intake 

and communication: 

 Oral rinses and topical analgesics 

 Avoidance of irritants (e.g., spicy foods) 

 Dental hygiene to reduce secondary infections 

Urinary Issues Radiation, chemotherapy, infections, or anatomical changes may cause: 

 Frequency/urgency 

 Incontinence (stress, urge, or overflow) 

 Burning with urination 

 Hematuria 

Interventions include behavioral training, pelvic floor exercises, antibiotics, 

antispasmodics, and surgical options. 

d) Discussion 

Global disparities in supportive care infrastructure, especially in LMICs, hinder optimal 

management. The lack of oncology-trained nutritionists, palliative specialists, and 

accessible medications results in unnecessary suffering. Integrating symptom control into 

cancer care pathways is essential (GLOBOCAN, 2020). 

5. Conclusion 

Managing the side effects of cancer treatment is integral to patient survival and well-being. 

Symptoms such as breathlessness, GI distress, and urinary dysfunction require timely recognition 
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and multidisciplinary intervention. Improving supportive care outcomes demands a patient-

centered, evidence-informed approach. 

 

6. Recommendations 

1. Expand Access to Supportive Care Professionals: Oncology nutritionists, palliative care 

specialists, and speech therapists should be integral to cancer teams. 

2. Train Staff in Symptom Management: Provide ongoing training in managing side effects 

such as mucositis, constipation, and dyspnea. 

3. Develop Resource-Appropriate Toolkits: Create scalable guidelines for LMICs, including 

simplified algorithms and low-cost treatment kits. 

4. Monitor Patient-Reported Outcomes: Use surveys to track fatigue, pain, and GI 

symptoms to improve quality of care. 

5. Include Caregiver Education: Empower families with practical tools to support eating, 

hygiene, and medication adherence. 

8. Glossary of Medical Terms 

 Dyspnea: Difficulty breathing 

 Oral mucositis: Inflammation of the mouth lining 

 Xerostomia: Dry mouth due to reduced saliva 

 Antiemetics: Drugs that prevent nausea and vomiting 

 Constipation: Difficulty passing stool 

 Incontinence: Involuntary loss of urine 

 Kegel exercises: Muscle contractions to strengthen the pelvic floor 

 Feeding tube: Device to deliver nutrition directly to the stomach 

 

 

 

 

 



Managing Respiratory, Nutritional, Digestive, and Urinary Challenges in Cancer Care | prepared by AMC Health 

System and Cancer Research division| 2024  

 

6 | P a g e  

Website: AMC.af 
 Organization: Afghan Medical Complex (AMC)  

 

 

 

7. References  

American Cancer Society (2024) Managing Side Effects. Atlanta: ACS. Available at: 
https://cancer.org (Accessed: 10 April 2025). 

National Cancer Institute (2023) Common Cancer Treatment Side Effects. Bethesda: NCI. Available 
at: https://www.cancer.gov (Accessed: 10 April 2025). 

World Health Organization (2021) Supportive Cancer Care Guidelines. Geneva: WHO. Available 
at: https://www.who.int/publications (Accessed: 10 April 2025). 

Rusch, V. et al. (2006) 100 Questions & Answers About Cancer Symptoms and Treatment Side 
Effects, 2nd edn. Sudbury: Jones and Bartlett Publishers. 

Look Good Feel Better (2025) Appearance Support Programs. Available at: 
https://www.lookgoodfeelbetter.org (Accessed: 10 April 2025). 

 

 

https://cancer.org/
https://www.cancer.gov/
https://www.who.int/publications
https://www.lookgoodfeelbetter.org/

