
Taste, texture and smell changes
A guide to navigating sensory changes during treatment for childhood cancer

It is common to experience sensory changes during treatment 
for childhood cancer. Chemotherapy and radiation therapy 
to the head or neck area can damage healthy cells such as 
tastebuds and salivary glands. These can cause changes to  
the way your child tastes, smells and feels food.

•	Focus on foods that are tolerated well and 
slowly explore food groups with similar tastes, 
smells or textures.

•	Limit pressures to eat, especially in social 
settings.

•	Eat smaller snacks throughout the day instead 
of larger meals if your child has a low appetite or 
feels nauseas.

 •	Try adding some walking or movement into 
everyday to increase appetite. 

•	Utilise nutritional supports, like oral  
nutritional supplements (eg. Sustagen) or 
nasogastric tubes.

•	Take care of your child’s teeth and mouth at 
home. If your child has a sore mouth, speak to 
your care team.

•	Brush teeth or rinse mouth out prior to meals. 

•	Speak to the hospital about cancelling meals 
to the room if aversions to smell are present, and 
bring in food that can be tolerated, if allowed.

Where to go for more information

•	Access the PICS suite of nutrition and diet resources via www.vics.org.au/pics, including  
information on eating well during treatment, fussy eating, high energy diets and mouthcare.

•	Speak to other families on treatment about their experiences and what worked for them.
•	Speak to your dietitian or oncologist.

How long do changes last?
The period that taste changes last for 
depends on your child’s diagnosis and 
treatment, everyone’s different. Most 
sensory changes are temporary and 

will return to normal following treatment. However, 
some children may continue to experience changes 
to their senses after treatment has finished; in this 
circumstance speak to your oncologist or dietitian 
about ways to manage these changes long term.

How can I help?
It is normal to worry about optimising 
your child’s diet during treatment, 
experiencing sensory changes can make 
this more of a challenge. During this time 

it’s important to focus on finding foods your child 
can tolerate and incorporate high energy foods or 
nutritional supports if necessary. Some strategies 
that may be helpful include:

Changes vary from child to child however they may 
describe that food feels like cardboard, tastes bitter 
or metallic, tastes bland or boring, or is too salty or 
sweet. In addition to sensory changes, it’s common 
to notice changes in appetite or preferences for 
food during treatment. This may include:

•	showing less interest in food

•	craving particular types of food eg. salty or fatty

•	increase or reduction in appetite

•	disliking foods that were enjoyed before due to 
their connections to treatment.
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