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Chapter 1

Overview of cancer cachexia

Introduction
Cachexia (uncontrolled, unintentional weight loss, and muscle wasting) is 
common in patients with advanced cancer and can have a profound impact 
on quality of life, symptom burden, and a patient’s sense of dignity. It is a 
very serious complication, as weight loss during cancer treatment is associ-
ated with more chemotherapy-related side effects, fewer completed cycles 
of chemotherapy, and decreased survival rates [1,2]. Although cachexia 
is often under-recognized by health care providers, there is a growing 
awareness of the positive impact of supportive care measures [3] and 
development of promising novel pharmaceutical agents for cachexia. While 
there has been great progress in understanding the underlying biological 
mechanisms, health care providers must also recognize the psychosocial 
and biomedical impact cachexia can have. The high prevalence of cachexia 
among cancer patients suggests that health care providers will increasingly 
be expected to carefully assess and manage patients with this condition.

There is research to suggest that patients and their families view 
poor appetite as the most distressing symptom they encounter during 
cancer treatment [4]. Fortunately, the body of evidence focusing on 
the effective management of cachexia (with both pharmacological and 
non-pharmacological intervention) is growing and has raised awareness 
of the condition. In fact, if physicians do not proactively address concerns 
regarding nutrition and weight loss in cancer, they might be perceived 
by patients and their families as guilty of ‘selective neglect.’
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