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Nutritional Challenges for HNC Patients 

Radiotherapy 

• Dysgeusia & ageusia
• Xerostomia
• Mucositis
• Odynophagia
• Dysphagia 
• Thrush
• Increased or thick secretions
• Anorexia

Chemotherapy

• Dysgeusia & ageusia
• Mucositis
• Nausea
• Vomiting
• Diarrhea
• Constipation
• Anorexia 

Surgery 

• Dysphagia
• Odynophagia
• Xerostomia
• Dysgeusia & ageusia
• Thick secretions
• Nasal regurgitation
• Jaw pain with chewing
• Trismus 
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Nutrition Interventions

Before Treatment 
Pre-treatment nutrition assessment - 

Identify weight loss, oral intake difficulties, 
need for interventions

Council/coach patient on anticipated side 
effects and nutritional management during 

treatment 

During Treatment
Maintain nutritional status to minimize risk 

of  malnutrition 
Assess patient weekly for nutrition impact 

symptoms, weight, oral intake and 
tolerance, EN tolerance, and hydration
Collaborate with multidisciplinary Team 

Adjust nutrition care plan and interventions 
based on status 

After Treatment – Recovery  
Post-treatment nutrition assessment – meet 

every couple weeks, identify weight loss, 
diet modifications, lingering nutrition 

impact symptoms
Collaborate with multidisciplinary  team 

If  tube feeding – discuss plan for weaning 
based on oral intake abilities 
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Feeding Tubes in HNC Patients

• Controversial topic  
• Determined on a case-by-case basis 

• Influenced by nutrition assessment pre-treatment 

• Risk versus benefit of  feeding tube placement

• Requires collaboration with the oncology team 
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Common Tube Feeding Difficulties 

• Finding an effective, individualized tube feeding regimen 
• Feeding schedule 

• Time requirement

• Feeding tolerance

• Balancing tube feeding with management of  GI symptoms related to treatment

• Adequate hydration 

• The hybrid patient and management of  oral intake and tube feeding to meet 100% 
needs 
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Keys To Overcome Tube feeding Complications 

• Collaborating with the team to optimize symptom management via medications 

• Developing feeding plan that is easy for the patient to understand and implement

• Re-enforcing education principles frequently 

• Ensuring adequate supplies

• Eliminating as many obstacles as possible for the patient 

Casper-Clark A. (2021). Medical Nutrition Therapy for Head and Neck Cancer. In: Voss A, Williams V. Oncology Nutrition for Clinical Practice. (pp. 472-485). Oncology Nutrition Dietetic Practice Group of the Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics. 
Schoeff SS, Barrett DM, DeLassus Gress C, Jameson MJ. Nutritional management for head and neck cancer patients. Nutriton issues in gastroenterology, series #121. Practice Gastrogenterol. 2013;43-51



References 

• Casper-Clark A. (2021). Medical Nutrition Therapy for Head and Neck Cancer. In: Voss A, Williams V. Oncology Nutrition for Clinical Practice. (pp. 472-485). 
Oncology Nutrition Dietetic Practice Group of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics. 

• National Comprehensive Cancer Network. (Version 2.2023) Head and Neck Cancers. Retrieved September 4th, 2023 from 
https://www.nccn.org/professionals/physician_gls/pdf/head-and-neck.pdf 

• Langius JA et al. Critical weight loss is a major prognostic indicator for disease-specific survival in patients with head and neck cancers receiving radiotherapy. Br J 
Cancer. 2013;109:1093-1099

• McClelland S 3rd, Andrews JZ, Chaudhry H, Teckie S, Goenka A. Prophylactic versus reactive gastrostomy tube placement in advanced head and neck cancer treated 
with definitive chemoradiotherapy: A systematic review. Oral Oncol. 2018 Dec;87:77-81. doi: 10.1016/j.oraloncology.2018.10.028. Epub 2018 Oct 25. 

• Ringash J, Bernstein LJ, Devins G, Dunphy C, Giuliani M, Martino R, McEwen S. Head and Neck Cancer Survivorship: Learning the Needs, Meeting the Needs. Semin 
Radiat Oncol. 2018 Jan;28(1):64-74.

• Schoeff SS, Barrett DM, DeLassus Gress C, Jameson MJ. Nutritional management for head and neck cancer patients. Nutriton issues in gastroenterology, series #121. 
Practice Gastrogenterol. 2013;43-51

• Sterba KR, Zapka J, LaPelle N, Garris TK, Buchanan A, Scallion M, Day T. Development of a survivorship needs assessment planning tool for head and neck cancer 
survivors and their caregivers: a preliminary study. J Cancer Surviv. 2017 Dec;11(6):822-832.


	Nutrition for Head & Neck Cancer Patients
	Nutritional Challenges for HNC Patients 
	Nutrition Interventions
	Feeding Tubes in HNC Patients
	Common Tube Feeding Difficulties 
	Keys To Overcome Tube feeding Complications 
	References 

