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Important Terms for Cancer Medicines  

You Take by Mouth 
  
Understanding your treatment options and related terminology can help you better manage your cancer care. Here are some common terms related 
to cancer medicines that you take by mouth: 
  
Adherence 
 
Medication adherence means taking your prescribed medicines exactly as your care team directs—at the right dose, at the right time, and on the 
schedule they recommend. Following your treatment plan closely helps maximize effectiveness and minimize side effects. 
  
Treatment Cycle 
 
A treatment cycle is a set period during which you receive your medicine or treatment, followed by a break to allow your body to recover. After the 
break, the cycle repeats until your treatment goal is reached. This structured schedule helps ensure your body can handle the treatment and gives 
your healthcare team a way to monitor your progress. 
  
Examples: 
 

• Chemotherapy: You may receive chemotherapy pills every day for 2 weeks, then take 2 weeks off to rest. This 4-week period is one cycle, 
and you might go through multiple cycles depending on your treatment plan. 

• Targeted Therapy: You may be asked to take your medication daily for 3 weeks, followed by a 1-week break, making each cycle 4 weeks 
long. 

• Hormone Therapy: Often taken continuously without breaks, but sometimes scheduled in cycles. 
 
Important: 
 
The length of these cycles can vary a lot. Some may be as short as 1 week, while others can last 4 weeks or more.  
 
The specifics depend on your type of cancer and the treatment approach. Sometimes, the cycle length changes during treatment based on the 
phase of therapy. Other times, it may change based on how your body responds to the treatment.  
 
Your care team will give you details about your schedule, so you know what to expect. 
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Types of Cancer Therapies Taken by Mouth 
 
Chemotherapy 
 
Chemotherapy (“Chemo”) kills or stops cancer cells from growing. 
 
These medicines are often hazardous and require special handling and safety precautions for body fluids for at least 2 days after each dose.  
 
Examples: capecitabine (Xeloda), hydroxyurea (Hydrea), mercaptopurine (Purixan), methotrexate, temozolomide (Temodar) 
 
Hormone Therapy 
 
Hormone therapy blocks or changes hormones to slow down cancer growth. 
 
Some cancers, like prostate and breast cancer, rely on hormones to grow. Hormone therapy helps slow or stop the growth of these cancers. 
 
Hormone therapy is also called “endocrine therapy” or “hormonal therapy”. 
 
Examples:  abiraterone (Yonsa, Zytiga), anastrazole (Arimidex), enzalutamide (Xtandi), letrozole (Femara), tamoxifen 
 
Targeted Therapy 
 
Targeted therapy is designed to find and attack specific targets on, in, or near cancer cells. 
 
Some targeted therapies block signals that promote cancer growth, while others help your immune system recognize and destroy cancer cells. 
Others work in different ways.  
 
Examples: cabozantinib (Cometriq, Cabometyx), imatinib (Gleevec), osimertinib (Tagrisso), sunitinib (Sutent), zanubrutinib (Brukinsa) 
  
 
Final Note 
 
Knowing these terms can help you better understand your treatment plan and communicate effectively with your healthcare team. Always ask 
questions if you’re unsure about any aspect of your therapy — being informed helps you stay proactive and engaged in your care.  
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Notes 
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Updated Date: October 14, 2025 

 
 

Scan the QR code below to access this education sheet. 

 
 
 
Important notice: The Association of Cancer Care Centers (ACCC), Hematology/Oncology Pharmacy Association (HOPA), Network for Collaborative Oncology Development & Advancement, Inc. (NCODA), and 
Oncology Nursing Society (ONS) have collaborated in gathering information for and developing this patient education guide. This guide represents a brief summary of the medication derived from information provided 
by the drug manufacturer and other resources. 
  
This guide does not cover all existing information related to the possible uses, directions, doses, precautions, warnings, interactions, adverse effects, or risks associated with this medication and should not substitute 
for the advice of a qualified healthcare professional. Provision of this guide is for informational purposes only and does not constitute or imply endorsement, recommendation, or favoring of this medication by ACCC, 
HOPA, NCODA, or ONS, who assume no liability for and cannot ensure the accuracy of the information presented. All decisions related to taking this medication should be made with the guidance and under the 
direction of a qualified healthcare professional. 
  
Permission: Patient Education Sheets are provided as a free educational resource for patients with cancer and their caregivers in need of concise, easy to understand information about cancer therapy. Healthcare 
providers are permitted to copy and distribute the sheets to patients as well as direct patients to the Patient Education Sheets website. However, commercial reproduction or reuse, as well as rebranding or reposting of 
any type, are strictly prohibited without permission of the copyright holders. Permission requests, including direct linking from Electronic Health Records, and licensing inquiries should be emailed to 
patienteducationsheets@ncoda.org. 
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