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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.

Changes vary from child to child however they may + showing less interest in food

describe that food feels like cardboard, tastes bitter . rqving particular types of food eg. salty or fatty
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:

* increase or reduction in appetite

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

How can | help?

How long do changes last?

The period that taste changes last for It is normal to worry about optimising
depends on your child's diagnosis and ' your child’s diet during treatment,
treatment, everyone's different. Most experiencing sensory changes can make
sensory changes are temporary and this more of a challenge. During this time

will return to normal following treatment. However, it's important to focus on finding foods your child
some children may continue to experience changes can tolerate and incorporate high energy foods or
to their senses after treatment has finished; in this nutritional supports if necessary. Some strategies
circumstance speak to your oncologist or dietitian that may be helpful include:

about ways to manage these changes long term.

- Focus on foods that are tolerated well and - Utilise nutritional supports, like oral
slowly explore food groups with similar tastes, nutritional supplements (eg. Sustagen) or
smells or textures. nasogastric tubes.

- Limit pressures to eat, especially in social + Take care of your child’s teeth and mouth at
settings. home. If your child has a sore mouth, speak to

- Eat smaller snacks throughout the day instead your care team.

of larger meals if your child has a low appetite or + Brush teeth or rinse mouth out prior to meals.

feels nauseas. - Speak to the hospital about cancelling meals
-Try adding some walking or movement into to the room if aversions to smell are present, and
everyday to increase appetite. 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.
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When...

Food tastes too salty

Food tastes too sweet

Food tastes sour or acidic

Food tastes too bitter or
metallic

Food smells too strong or
overwhelming

Food has no smell
and is hard to taste or
tastes bland

Food feels dry or like ‘carboard’
and is difficult to chew or
swallow

Mouth cuts or sores make
eating and drinking painful

Certain foods have negative
associations due to treatment

Try this...

+ Avoid adding salt to your cooking and try
lower salt alternatives.

« Chill foods.

+ Add salt, vinegar or lemon juice to foods.

+ Add a pinch of sugar or honey to food.

 Nibble on moist fruit, suck boiled sweets or
citrus flavoured lollies.

+ When in the hospital, open up the cover on
food outside the room.

» Choose bland, cold or
room-temperature foods.

+ Add seasonings such as salt, pepper, fresh
herbs, lemon, ginger, onion, garlic, soy sauce,
honey, BBQ sauce, mustard, Worcestershire
sauce, pickles and marinades.

+ Change the consistency of food by chopping,
mincing or pureeing.

+ Choose soft, moist foods.

» Add sauces and gravies.

* Try soups.

+ Avoid salty, acidic and spicy foods.

+ Avoid crunchy foods that require more
chewing and are sharp.

+ Avoid your child's favourite foods just before
or during treatment.

- Avoid stock cubes, MSG and
pre-prepared sauces.

« Try plain breakfast cereals with less added
sugar, such as porridge or bran flakes.

» Add milk, coconut milk or cream.

« Have smalll sips of flavoured drinks.

+ Switch out metal knives and forks for
plastic.

+ Use exhaust fans, cover pots with lids or
cook outdoors.

« Eat outdoors or in a well-ventilated room.

* Pre-prepare meals ahead of time and
reheat at meal times.

- Add cheese to meals.

+ Try smoothies, you can add protein rich
foods like peanut butter, yogurt and milk as
well as nutrient dense foods like bananas
and avocados.

+ Avoid sticky, rough, crunchy or dry foods.

« Try sucking on ice or frozen fruit to help
soothe the mouth.

» Choose soft foods.

+ Add a small amount of sugar or
honey to food.

+ Avoid dried fruit, honey or other
sweeteners.

« Try mints or citrus flavoured lollies.

« Try adding lemon to protein dishes
like chicken and fish, or marinating
proteins in vinegar-based dressings.

+ Avoid strong-smelling foods or
ingredients such as garlic and onion.

+ To reduce smells, cover beverages
and drink through a straw.

+ Experiment with textures.

« Drink small sips of water to keep
the mouth lubricated.

+ Chew gum or suck on sweets to
stimulate saliva.

+ Avoid hot foods and drinks.
* Try soups and smoothies.

“Take it one day at a time. Don’'t get overwhelmed about thinking too far into the future and how long it might take for things to get back to ‘normal’.”

Parent of a child treated for cancer
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