Changes in smell and taste caused by chemotherapy
What can you do as a dietician?
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The senses of smell and taste play an essential role in food
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This factsheet is published by the Science Shop of Wageningen University & Research as part of the project ‘Changes in smell and taste in
cancer patients’, in cooperation with the HungerNdThirst Foundation. If you have any questions, contact the HungerNdThirst Foundation
(info@hungerndthirst.org).

Smell and taste disorders

• Changes in the sense of smell or taste may occur during

Recommendations

• Changes in food preferences may arise as a result of changes

chemotherapy. Chemotherapy attacks rapidly dividing cells.

in the sense of smell and taste. Frequently occurring changes

The receptors for smell and taste are rapidly dividing cells,

are aversions to meat or coffee. When an aversion to meat is

with the result that changes in the sense of smell or taste may

occurring, provide substitutes to ensure an adequate protein

be an unwanted side-effect of treatment.
• Changes in smell and taste depend on the type of cancer, the
type of chemotherapy treatment and on the individual patient.
• Changes in the sense of smell or taste may occur at three
different levels:
- Enhanced, reduced or no sensitivity to smell/taste
- Disruption to the perception of smell/taste;

intake
• Offer assistance to patients who experience problems in their
daily life. Smell and taste changes also influence a patient’s
social life, as eating no longer is a spontaneous event. Discuss
with patients if changes in smell and taste have an influence
on their personal situation.
• Ask advice from an oral health specialist if the patient suffers

- Smell and/or taste hallucinations

from oral health problems. Injuries in the mouth or changes to

(non-present flavors are tasted)

saliva production may exacerbate changes in smell and taste.
This can make patients more sensitive to certain foods, for
example to more sour products.
• Together with the patient, look for alternatives to products that
no longer taste good. Most important is a tasty and nutritious
eating pattern that is tolerable for the patient.
• Try out food products that differ in taste, structure and
intensity, to discover what tastes best to the patient.

