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Understanding Hair Loss (Alopecia) During Cancer Treatment 
   
Hair loss is one of the most common concerns for patients receiving cancer therapy. While it can be distressing, understanding why it happens, 
what to expect, and how to manage it can help you cope better.  
 
Does Everyone Experience Hair Loss?   
 
Not everyone undergoing cancer therapy will lose hair. The likelihood depends on the type and dose of treatment, your hair's condition before 
treatment, genetics, hormones, and other factors. Treatments like immunotherapy and targeted drugs may cause hair thinning rather than complete 
loss, which often occurs later and recovers more slowly.  
  
What Causes Hair Loss?  
 
Different cancer treatments have varying effects on hair:  

• Chemotherapy: Many chemotherapeutic agents damage rapidly dividing cells, including those in hair follicles, leading to hair loss or 
thinning. This can affect hair on your scalp, eyebrows, eyelashes, and body hair.  

• Immunotherapy and targeted treatments: Usually less likely to cause hair loss but may lead to partial thinning or loss, sometimes taking 
longer to recover.  

• Hormone therapy: Often causes thinning hair rather than total loss, usually reversible after treatment.  
• Radiation therapy: Typically causes hair loss only in treated areas, potentially permanent, especially with head or neck radiation.  
• Stem cell or bone marrow transplants: These often involve high-dose chemotherapy, leading to total hair loss, with possible changes due 

to graft-versus-host disease.  

Signs and Symptoms  
• Noticeable hair thinning or loss on the scalp and other areas  

• Hair loss around the hairline, crown, eyebrows, eyelashes  

• Itchy or sensitive scalp  

• Tingling, burning, or pain in the scalp  

• Loss of body or facial hair 
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Emotional Impact  
 
Losing hair can be emotionally challenging and affect your self-image. Many people feel upset, ashamed, or worried about how hair loss influences 
their femininity, masculinity, or cultural identity. It’s normal to experience a mix of feelings, and talking with loved ones or support communities can 
be helpful. 
 
Can Hair Loss Be Prevented?  
  
Scalp cooling devices and cold caps are FDA-approved options that may reduce chemotherapy-related hair loss. However, they aren’t suitable for 
everyone and do not prevent hair loss caused by immunotherapy or targeted drugs. Consult your healthcare team about whether this approach 
might work for you.  
  
Managing Hair Loss  

• Wigs and head coverings: Many insurance plans cover wigs; ask your care team for a prescription.  

• Pre-emptive shaving or trimming: Cutting your hair short before loss begins can make the process easier.  

• Choosing style and accessories: Shaving your head or wearing scarves, hats, or turbans can be empowering.  

• Self-care tips: Use gentle shampoos, avoid harsh chemicals, and refrain from heat styling or chemical treatments.  

• Protect your scalp: Wear sunscreen outdoors and cover your head in cold weather to prevent irritation.  

• Improve circulation: Gentle scalp massages may promote blood flow and hair growth.  

• Stay healthy: Prioritize good nutrition, sleep, and physical activity to support your recovery.  

  
What About Treatment for Hair Loss?  
 

Effective treatments are limited, but options include:  
 

• Minoxidil: Approved for androgenetic (pattern) baldness; may help stimulate growth after treatment. Do not use during therapy.  
• Bimatoprost: Helps enhance eyelash and eyebrow hair.  
• Spironolactone: Used off-label for women’s hair thinning.  
• Low-level laser therapy: A safe at-home option that may support hair regrowth.  

 
Always discuss with your healthcare provider before starting any treatment or supplement.  
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Is Hair Loss Permanent?  
  
Most hair loss related to cancer therapy is temporary. Hair often begins to grow back within a few months after treatment ends. However, some 
treatments and higher doses may lead to more lasting effects. In particular, certain regimens involving taxanes and anthracyclines carry a higher 
risk of long-term hair loss.  
  
Growing Back Hair  
  
When your hair starts to grow back, it might be a different color or texture, which is normal. Growth rates vary, but most will see their hair return to 
normal within several months.  
  
Final Thoughts  
 
Hair loss can be one of the most visible and emotional side effects of cancer treatment. Be patient and gentle with yourself. Remember, your 
feelings are valid, and support is available. Connecting with others who understand what you're experiencing can make a meaningful difference.  
  
You are not alone, and most hair loss from treatment is temporary. Reach out to your care team for personalized advice and support.  
 
Notes 
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Scan the QR code below to access this education sheet. 

 

 
 
 
Important notice: The Association of Cancer Care Centers (ACCC), Hematology/Oncology Pharmacy Association (HOPA), Network for Collaborative Oncology Development & Advancement, Inc. (NCODA), and 
Oncology Nursing Society (ONS) have collaborated in gathering information for and developing this patient education guide. This guide represents a brief summary of the medication derived from information provided 
by the drug manufacturer and other resources. 
  
This guide does not cover all existing information related to the possible uses, directions, doses, precautions, warnings, interactions, adverse effects, or risks associated with this medication and should not substitute 
for the advice of a qualified healthcare professional. Provision of this guide is for informational purposes only and does not constitute or imply endorsement, recommendation, or favoring of this medication by ACCC, 
HOPA, NCODA, or ONS, who assume no liability for and cannot ensure the accuracy of the information presented. All decisions related to taking this medication should be made with the guidance and under the 
direction of a qualified healthcare professional. 
  
Permission: Patient Education Sheets are provided as a free educational resource for patients with cancer and their caregivers in need of concise, easy to understand information about cancer therapy. Healthcare 
providers are permitted to copy and distribute the sheets to patients as well as direct patients to the Patient Education Sheets website. However, commercial reproduction or reuse, as well as rebranding or reposting of 
any type, are strictly prohibited without permission of the copyright holders. Permission requests, including direct linking from Electronic Health Records, and licensing inquiries should be emailed to 
patienteducationsheets@ncoda.org. 
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