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Class Overview 
• Your Cancer Care team 
• What are immune checkpoint inhibitor drug therapies 
• Side effects and how to manage them
• Strategies and resources to help you cope
• What to expect during your immunotherapy treatment
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and Pharmacy 
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Who to contact for help 

Monday to Friday 8:30 am to 4:00 
pm

• Call your Cancer Doctor’s medical 
secretary.

• 1-800-567-5722 and enter the extension 
on your cancer doctor’s business card.

• The medical secretary will communicate 
your concern to your nurse or doctor. 

Outside of these hours (Monday to 
Friday after 4 p.m. and 24 hours a day on 
weekends and holidays)
• Call CAREchart@home, after hours 

symptom management telephone service
• 1-877-681-3057
• An operator will answer your call and 

connect you to a specialized oncology 
nurse who will help you.

• Have your wallet card and your 
medication list on hand when you call.



CAREchart@home app
available to download from 
the App Store and Google Play

Features of the app:
• Pre-register and save time if you need 

to call
• Choose a telephone or video call with 

the oncology nurse



What is Immunotherapy?
• A cancer drug treatment that uses your body’s immune system to help 

fight cancer, just like it fights infections like the flu. 
• Immunotherapy treatments help your body to know that the cancer is 

something it should try to get rid of.
• Works better for some types of cancers than for others.



The immune system
• A network of cells, tissues 

and organs that works 
together to recognize and 
destroy foreign invaders 
such as bacteria and viruses 
or abnormal or unhealthy 
cells in your body.

• The most important function 
of the immune system is to 
know the difference 
between self and non-self. 

T Cell



The immune system and cancer 

• The problem with cancer cells is that 
they  arise from our cells. This means 
that they can slip through the immune 
system’s defenses and continue to 
grow.

• However, we know the immune 
system has the potential to detect 
cancer cells and respond. This has 
opened the doors for immunotherapy 
treatment.



Types of Immunotherapy

Immunotherapy

Monoclonal 
Antibodies

Checkpoint 
Inhibitors

Other
Therapeutic 

Vaccines

Cytokines

Drug therapies 
such as:
• Ipilimumab
• Nivolumab
• Pembrolizumab
• Atezolizumab
• Durvalumab



Immune Checkpoint Inhibitor Wallet Card

• Gives information about possible side 
effects and what to do if you have any 
of these side effects.

• Each time you go to the Emergency 
Department, show this card to the 
Emergency Department team as soon 
as possible. 

• Keep this card with you at all times 
and for 6 months after your treatment 
has finished.



Checkpoint inhibitors

Immune system “soldier” 
(T cell) trying to fight cancer 

cell

“invader” cancer cell

• Takes the brakes off the immune system

Checkpoint inhibitor given



Immune Checkpoint Inhibitor videos

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v9NBUeU3PG0&index=3&list=PLiGDIj2dVt-
gtslmKQaEiZtDdtZoMOnXP

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v9NBUeU3PG0&index=3&list=PLiGDIj2dVt-gtslmKQaEiZtDdtZoMOnXP
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=v9NBUeU3PG0&index=3&list=PLiGDIj2dVt-gtslmKQaEiZtDdtZoMOnXP


More Immune Checkpoint Inhibitor Videos
• Immunotherapy and Side Effects from Sunnybrook Hospital:
English version https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfKYcd8G0Cs
French version https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtND4oNV3Gg

• What is Immunotherapy? from William Osler Health System
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QZF33MjI5W8
• Immunotherapy & Chemotherapy: What’s the Difference? from Cancer 

Research Institute
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=84&v=OhJyBWjcpvA&feature=emb_logo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfKYcd8G0Cs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YtND4oNV3Gg
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QZF33MjI5W8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=84&v=OhJyBWjcpvA&feature=emb_logo


Side effects and how to manage them
Most common physical side 
effects include:

• Skin rash
• Diarrhea
• Liver changes
• Issues with the pituitary, 

thyroid, or adrenal glands
• Fatigue



Important points about all side effects: 
the ABC’s of immunotherapy

A. Awareness
• Know what side effects to look out for (reference your drug 

therapy-information sheets) 
B. Be alert: Close monitoring

• Pay careful attention and keep track of changes in symptoms
• Early recognition is essential

C. Communication
• Report any changes to your cancer care team by phone
• If you go to the Emergency Department → call your cancer 

care team



When to expect side effects

• Side effects can happen after one treatment or 
after many treatments.

• Some people can also have infusion related 
reactions during the treatment.  

Your awareness, close monitoring and good communication 
with the team is essential!



Taking Care of Your Emotional Health 
You may be feeling some or all of these emotions: 
♦ Anger ♦ Anxiety
♦ Sadness ♦ Fear or uncertainty 
These emotions are normal and a natural response to stress. 

Find Support:
Talk  with someone you trust who  is a good listener
Let your team know how you are doing
Social workers are available to see you and/or your 

family for psychosocial support

Focus on things that  make you feel better (the 
positive   parts of your life or things you can control)

Get counselling to help you cope 

Take care of your body:
 Eat well
 Exercise
 Improve your sleep
 Limit alcohol 

Make lists of calming, enjoyable, 
and useful activities

Try relaxation activities 

Tips on Managing



 Contact cancer care team if you 
develop a new rash, no improvement 
of ongoing rash, or it becomes severe

 To prevent and treat dry skin:
 Use skin moisturizer
 Protect your skin from the sun and 

cold
 Use sunscreen with UVA and UVB 

protection and a SPF of at least 30

Skin
Rash or dry, itchy skin



 Do not take any anti-diarrhea medications or steroids until 
you have talked to your cancer care team

 If you have 3 or more stools over your normal in 24 hours, 
contact your cancer care team right away. Careful 
attention to early changes can prevent serious harm.

 Go to your closest Emergency Department in addition to  
contacting your cancer care team if you have: 
 5 or more stools over your normal in 24 hours
 Any blood in your stool

Diarrhea and/or bowel changes
Loose, watery, or more frequent bowel movements (stool), or  any 
changes in your bowel habits such as stomach pain or blood in your 
stool



Diarrhea

 In addition to other measures you need to take on the previous 
slide, if you develop diarrhea try the following self-management 
strategies:
Drink at least 6 to 8 cups of liquids each day
Eat many small meals and snacks instead of 2 to 3 large meals

Use tips from the diarrhea patient guide

Tips on Managing



Constipation
Common, but not an immune related side effect.
Can be caused by other medications for pain or nausea.

 Important to prevent
 Stay active 
 Ask your doctor about laxatives
 Drink lots of fluids
 Eat more fiber foods (whole grain bread, fruit and vegetables)
 If you have not had a bowel movement for 3 or more days, call your       

doctor

Tips on Managing



Nutrition 

Nutrition is an important part of your 
cancer treatment. 

Eating well can help you to:
Maintain your body weight
Improve your energy and strength,
Decrease the risk of infection 
Assist your body with healing and recovery from 

cancer treatments.

Registered Dietitians are available to 
help you manage symptoms or side 
effects of treatment:
• unintentional weight loss,
• loss of appetite
• trouble swallowing
• taste changes,
• sore or dry mouth,
• nausea, vomiting, diarrhea or constipation 



Breathing Problems
Changes in your breathing are uncommon
but can be serious. 

Call your cancer care team right away
or go to your nearest Emergency Department if you have 
trouble breathing, wheezing, coughing or chest pain.



Your team will monitor your liver regularly 
with a blood test. Arrive 45 minutes early for 
your clinic appointments to get your blood 
work done.
Tell your team if you notice yellowish skin or 

eyes, unusually dark urine or pain in your 
right side of your belly.

Liver changes
Inflammation of the liver



Your team will monitor for changes regularly 
with a blood test. 
Tell your team if you notice any of the 

symptoms noted above.

Issues with the pituitary, thyroid, or adrenal 
glands
Nausea, headache, fatigue, or vision changes

Some patients may experience hyperglycemia (high 
levels of sugar in the blood). 
Symptoms include: frequent urination, increased thirst 
and above symptoms.



Fatigue 
Feeling tired or a lack of energy that does not go away with 
sleep or rest. Common but usually mild. 

Pace yourself, do not rush. Put off less 
important activities. 

Listen to your body. Rest when you 
need to. 

Use tips from “How to manage your 
Fatigue” patient guide 

 Take care of your body:
 Eat well and stay hydrated
 Exercise. Be active. Aim for 30 

minutes of moderate exercise on 
most days. Start slowly and go at 
your own pace. 

 Improve your sleep. 

Tips on Managing



What happens if I develop a fever?
• A fever is a temperature of 38.3o C (100.9o F) once or 38.0o C (100.4o 

F) for over an hour

• You do not need to check your temperature on a daily basis when 
you are only on immunotherapy

If you develop a fever, contact your cancer care team 
If you develop a fever and also feel unwell or have other 
symptoms (including cough, diarrhea, rash or abdominal pain), 
go to the nearest Emergency Department in addition to calling 
your cancer care team



Important points about all side effects
• Treatment may be supportive or may require steroid 

treatment
• You may need to be admitted to hospital or see a 

specialist to manage the side effect
• Some (more severe) may require treatment delay or 

discontinuation



Sexual Changes 
• Physical and emotional changes during treatment

can cause sexual side effects
• Common side effects: loss of desire, painful intercourse, changes in 

orgasm or erection

 Talk with a nurse, doctor or social worker
 Be open and honest with your spouse or partner. Talk about your feelings and 

concerns
 If you or your partner are able to become pregnant, you must use birth control
 Ask for a referral to the Cancer Centre Sexual Health Clinic 

Tips on Managing



Fertility Changes 
• Immunotherapy can cause fertility changes in both men 

and women. 

If you plan to have children in the future or think you 
might want to, talk to your cancer care team before

starting treatment. 



Safe handling of your bodily fluids

• There are no precautions for safe handling of your bodily 
fluids while you are on immune checkpoint inhibitors

• If you are treated with both immune checkpoint 
inhibitors and chemotherapy, follow the safe handling 
precautions for chemotherapy
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