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             With chemotherapy often comes hair loss and many unknowns. Here’s what one woman    
             learned about finding beauty as your body changes. By Bethany Kandel

Chemotherapy and Your Hair
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i’m sitting here running my fingers through 
my curly mop of hair. lately i’ve been  
complaining that it’s way too curly; it’s 
growing up and out in a poufy afro, not 
down, like it once did. instead of celebrating 
the fact that i have a beautiful, thick head  
of hair (albeit greyer than i’m used to...), 
i’m complaining because i’m having a bad 
hair day. i remind myself to be thankful; at 
least i have hair! 

two years ago i was completely bald,  
having lost pretty much every hair on my 
body after my first session of chemotherapy 
following a breast cancer diagnosis. i never 
really appreciated my hair or realized how 
much it defined me—and even how it kept me 
warm—until i lost it. it’s the one side effect 
both men and women say they fear the most 
after being diagnosed with cancer.

But thankfully, for me and most people, the  
hair loss is temporary. chemotherapy ends  
and slowly, back comes your hair. it may not  
look and feel like it used to at first, though  
many people welcome the change from 
straight to curly, or vice versa. eventually the  
effect of the chemotherapy on the hair follicles  
wears off and your hair goes back to what you 
once had.  during the loss and growth period, 
i had lots of questions about what was hap-
pening and the timeline for getting it all back.

to get the answers, i did some research and 
spoke to ann marie Wisniewski, mSN, RN, 
aocN,® a nurse educator at the John theurer  
cancer center at hackensack University 
medical center in New Jersey; and beauty 
expert and author, lori ovitz.

you can also learn how to deal with hair 
and skin changes at free Look Good Feel Better 
workshops, held at hospitals nationwide. or 
learn beauty secrets, like how to pencil in 
natural-looking eyebrows, from the step-by-
step guide, Facing the Mirror With Cancer, by 
ovitz. the bottom line, ovitz says, “it is a dif-
ficult time, but you can get through this and 
still look beautiful. there are people out there 
to help you.”

‘‘
General Rule: Hair that falls 
out first, grows back first.

‘‘
Bethany’s hair has grown back  

to her usual wavy texture.

icons By peter hoey

Chemotherapy ends and slowly,  
back comes your hair. It may not  

look and feel like it used to at first,  
but many welcome the change.
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Chemotherapy and Your Hair Questions Asked and Answered

how to shave your head
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Does radiation cause hair loss?
radiation only causes hair loss on the part of the body that is 
treated. If you have radiation to treat breast cancer, it won’t 
cause you to lose the hair on your head, but you may lose the 
hair around your nipple. If you have radiation to the brain, 
you will usually lose all the hair on your head. 

before shaving, 
get a short, pixie 
cut about 1-2 
inches long.

Work lots of 
sensitive skin 
shaving cream, 
oil or gel into 
your scalp.

have a friend buzz 
your hair with an 
electric razor to  
1 ⁄4 inch (using 
a #3 setting) a day 
before shaving to 
get used to the look.

use only new 
blades or new  
disposable razors 
and replace 
frequently while 
shaving, to avoid 
cutting your scalp.

When you’re 
ready to go bald, 
buzz it again to 
1 ⁄16 inch (using 
a #1 setting). 
then wet  
your head.

use slow, even 
strokes and 
don’t rush. the 
fewer times you 
have to go over 
a spot, the less 
irritation.

What do I do when it starts falling out? once hair starts to fall out in clumps, some people choose to shave their heads.  
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Why does hair fall out from chemotherapy?
chemotherapy kills fast-growing cells; that includes cancer 
cells as well as those responsible for the normal growth of 
hair and nails. but not all chemotherapy drugs or dosages 
cause hair loss. While some people lose all the hair on their 
body, including eyebrows, eyelashes, underarm, chest and 
pubic hair, others experience only thinning or no loss at all. 

source: breastcancer.org

how quickly will my hair start to fall out?
If hair loss does occur, it often begins 1–2 weeks after the  
first dose of chemotherapy, but it can happen even after  
chemotherapy has stopped.  for some the loss is gradual, 
while for others it happens very quickly.

how can i protect my hair?
some people cut their hair short as soon as  
it begins to fall out or sleep with a hair net or 
on a satin pillowcase to prevent breakage.  
use a wide-tooth comb, which is gentler on 
your hair. don’t put your hair in braids or 
ponytails, or use electric rollers, blow dryers, 
and curling irons. the heat can damage your 
already stressed hair. use a gentle shampoo 
because your scalp may feel sensitive during 
this period. 

how can i prepare for losing my hair?
before hair loss, take a close-up photo so later 
you can recreate your eyebrows with makeup 
and a wig shop can try to match your original 
hair color and style.

Will it ever be the same as it was?
the big surprise for many people is that their new hair may 
be very different in pigment and/or texture from what they 
had. Many people temporarily experience “chemo curl.”  
use a soft, baby hairbrush, since new hair will be delicate. 

taxol usually causes complete hair loss  
 over entire body

adriamycin complete hair loss on head; may  
 also lose eyelashes and eyebrows 

Methotrexate thins hair for some people; 
 complete hair loss rare 

cytoxan and 5-fluorouracil affects people differently; some 
 have minimal hair loss, others lose 
 a lot of hair

Which drugs cause hair loss?

tamoxifen often thins hair, but does not cause  
 complete hair loss

Drug Effect on hair

Bethany after a pixie cut 
done by her son. 

When you buzz, begin at the nape of the neck and shave in rows up and over your scalp to the front, 
against the grain. When you use a razor, shave from the forehead down to the neck and to the sides..

»
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When can i start coloring my hair? 
hair care experts usually advise waiting at least six months 
after hair comes back in to start coloring. sometimes new 
growth won’t hold color. for an alternative to the usual 
chemical-laden color, you might try natural, vegetable- 
based dyes or henna rinses.

can i help my hair, eyelashes, eyebrows come in  
any faster?
there are many products on the market that say they help 
hair growth. Rogaine® or a generic version of the hair-
growing medicine (chemical name: minoxidil) may be  
helpful for thin hair caused by tamoxifen. before trying a  
hair-growth product, check with your doctor. the real  
secret, experts say, is patience.

should i get a wig?
experts say it’s a good idea to get a wig or head covering 
before you need it so you’re prepared. plus, if you pick it out 
before your chemotherapy begins, the stylist can see your 
natural hair color and style. your insurance company may 
pay for a wig due to medical hair loss, so check your policy. 
also, many local chapters of the american cancer society 
provide free wigs. call their toll-free number, 1-800-227-2345 
to find a local chapter or ask at a nearby cancer center.

selecting a wig

Breastcancer.org offers insights into how to select 
the right wig for you:

• short-haired wigs are easier to wear and care for. 
they are also cooler to wear in the summer.

• keep in mind, your wig doesn’t have to last for-
ever—you’ll probably use it for less than one year. 
synthetic wigs are much cheaper than real hair; 
but they still look and feel good, and require little 
attention and care.

• pick a comfortable wig. Just say no to ones that 
feel scratchy against your scalp.

• choose a hair color somewhat lighter than your 
own hair. this is usually more flattering to your 
skin tone, which may change during chemother-
apy. and because wigs are usually thicker than 
your own hair, they tend to look darker.

chemotherapy ends 2-3 weeks 

soft fuzz
grows in

1 month 

real hair starts to grow  
at a normal rate

2 months 

one inch of hair  
all over head

What You Should Know
How long it takes for a full head of hair to grow back varies from person  

to person; however, the timetable below outlines what’s typical.

● ● ● ●{ {

Bethany after her husband  
shaved her head.

The hair on the top of your 
head grows faster than  
your eyebrows or eyelashes.
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