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You’ve been told you are 

immunocompromised. This 

means your body has a 

hard time defending itself 

against germs. When germs 

are allowed to multiply 

(grow) in your body, they 

cause you to be sick. And 

germs are everywhere, so 

keeping yourself healthy can 

be a challenge. But there is 

good news, too. You won’t 

be immunocompromised 

forever, and the amount of 

time you have this condition 

should be manageable.

WHAT DOES 
IMMUNOCOMPROMISED 

MEAN? 
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UNDERSTANDING THE IMMUNE SYSTEM

The immune system protects your body from germs. Germs can be 

anywhere, some even live inside your body. In fact, your body needs certain 

germs, but if these germs become too great in number, or if the wrong kinds 

get in, they can cause trouble. Your immune system makes sure neither 

happens. It does this by creating white blood cells that travel through your 

blood and fight harmful germs. These cells are created by bone marrow 

(spongy tissue inside bones). But if you are immunocompromised, your 

body’s ability to make white blood cells may be damaged.    

HOW YOU BECAME IMMUNOCOMPROMISED

You’ve become immunocompromised because of treatment for a blood 
or bone marrow cancer. These treatments decreased the number of white 
blood cells in your body. They also may have caused your body to stop 
making more white blood cells, but this may last for only a brief time. 
Once your body makes enough white blood cells, your immune system 
will strengthen. Depending on your condition, any of the following 
treatments may have caused you to become immunocompromised.     

• Chemotherapy is given to destroy cancer cells. In 
the process, though, it kills regular cells, including 
cells that fight infection. Chemotherapy can also 
affect your body’s ability to make new blood cells.  

• Bone Marrow Transplant (BMT) may be performed 
to replace bone marrow that is damaged or destroyed. 
In some cases, the transplanted cells attack the cells in 
the body. This is known as graft-versus-host disease.  

• Immunotherapy is given to help the immune system 
recognize and fight cancer cells. This treatment, however, 
can decrease the number white blood cells in the body.

• Agents that inhibit the immune system. These may 
be given during organ or bone marrow transplants, or 
to help treat some diseases, such as leukemia. These 
agents may include glucosteroids and antibodies.   

HOW YOU CAN STAY HEALTHY

Living with a compromised immune system can be overwhelming, 
even when it is temporary. You may think you can’t live a normal life 
while you are recovering, but it only seems this way. There is a lot 
you can still do. All it takes is some preparation and some help. You 
can start by following the tips inside this book. They’ll go a long way 
toward helping you stay well.
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CARING FOR YOURSELF AT HOME

Your home should be your safe haven. While you are 

immunocompromised, you may spend a lot of time at 

home. Keeping it as germ-free as you can is important. The 

tips on these pages may help you keep from getting sick. 

KEEP THE AIR CLEAN

While your immune system is weak, it’s 
best to limit the amount of dust in your 
home, especially dust in the air. To keep 
the air in your home clean:  

• Avoid feather dusting. Wipe with 
a damp cloth instead.

• Vacuum instead of sweeping. 

• Remove rugs and carpets, if possible.

HAND HYGIENE

Cleaning your hands often can help stop the 
spread of germs. To clean hands properly:

• Use warm water and plenty of soap.

• Scrub hands for at least 15 seconds. 
Be sure to wash palms, backs of hands, 
and between fingers.

• Dry your hands well. 

OTHER HAND HYGIENE TIPS

• When using alcohol-based hand 
cleaners, rub hands until they are dry. 
Be sure the hand cleaner you use is 
made of at least 60% alcohol.

• Wash your hands before and after 
eating and drinking, when you come 
into contact with another person, and 
after using the bathroom.

• Don’t use alcohol-based hand rubs 
when your hands are visibly soiled. 
Wash with soap and water instead.

• Keep your fingernails short.
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PETS

You may be worried about what 
to do with your pet while you are 
recovering. But you don’t have to 
worry. Your pet can stay with you. 
You’ll just have to take some steps 
so your pet doesn’t get you sick.

• Wash your hands well after 
handling your pet.

• Avoid animal feces, saliva, 
urine, or litterbox material. 

• Keep litterboxes away from 
food areas, and have someone 
else clean them daily.

• Avoid contact with reptiles 
and stray animals. 

OTHER TIPS

• Check your temperature daily.

• Avoid sharing items that come 
into contact with the body, such 
as toothbrushes, toothpaste, soap, 
razors, and towels.

• Don’t scratch pimples or sores. 
Wash your hands if you do.

• Avoid contact with scrapes, cuts, 
and burns. Wash your hands if 
you do.

• Boil or filter tap water. Don’t 
drink water that has been at 
room temperature for more 
than 15 minutes.

• Use disposable utensils. 

• Avoid fresh or dried flowers 
and plants.

VISITORS

During this time, you may be eager 
to see friends and family. And the 
good news is, you can. In fact, you 
may need all the help you can get 
around the house. So encourage your 
friends and family to visit, but keep 
in mind that only healthy people 
should come see you. Anyone with a 
fever or infection should stay away. 
Limiting visits from children is also a 
good idea. They may pose a greater 
risk to your health than adults. 
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EATING RIGHT 
Food and water can carry germs. 

While you’re recovering, you can 

help protect yourself from getting 

sick by making the right choices. 

You can still enjoy what you eat, 

but you may have to avoid some 

foods you love for a while, too.

YOU CAN ENJOY FOOD

The list of foods you can enjoy 
while you’re immunocompromised 
is long. But your appetite may 
not be what it was. It is important 
to eat what you can when you 
can. You just have to do so while 
avoiding foods that are high in 
bacteria and that contain mold. Ask 
your doctor about which foods are 
right for you.

• Any food containing mold 

• Uncooked vegetables 
and fruits

• Unpasteurized dairy/cheese

• Raw sugar, honey, or nuts

• Miso products 

• All raw vegetable sprouts

• Soft-boiled eggs  

• Unpasteurized beer

• Raw fish (sushi) 

• Marinated raw fish (ceviche)

• Hot dogs, deli meats, and 
processed meats

COOKING TIPS 
• Cook meat to an internal temperature 

of 165˚ Farenheit or higher, and 
all poultry to 180˚ F or higher. 

• Wash your hands after handling 
raw fish, poultry, or meat.

• Keep all meat, poultry, and fish 
in the refrigerator until you 
are ready to cook them. 

SOFT DIETS 
Your condition or the treatment you 
had can make eating solid foods 
difficult. Soft foods, like broths, 
milkshakes, and cooked, pureed 
vegetables, may be easier to eat. So 
get comfortable using your blender. 
You’ll need to keep your energy 
up during this time and the best 
way to do this is to keep eating.  

FOODS TO AVOID 
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WHEN TO CALL YOUR DOCTOR

Call the doctor immediately if you notice any of the following:

MONITOR YOURSELF 
Detecting infection early can make a difference in your 

health. Be sure to check your body regularly for redness, 

swelling, and soreness (right after you shower is a good 

time). After all, your caregiver can notice only so much. It 

is up to you to detect any sign of infection.

LEAVING THE HOUSE

Being immunocompromised doesn’t mean you have to 

stay indoors. In fact, going outside and walking may help 

keep you from getting sick.   

ACTIVITIES 
Knowing and avoiding the activities that put you at 
risk will help you stay healthy. Be sure to ask your 
doctor about which activities might not be right for 
you while you recover. For now follow these tips:

• Avoid large crowds and gatherings. With these, you 
are more likely to encounter someone who is sick.

• Ask your doctor if it is okay to garden. If he or 
she approves, wear gloves when gardening, and be 
sure to thoroughly wash your hands afterward.

• Limit swimming. Swimming in ponds, lakes, and rivers is 
especially dangerous. Avoid them while you are recovering.

• Ask your doctor if it is safe for you to travel. If he 
or she decides traveling is safe, follow the same 
dietary restrictions that you would at home.

• Fever (100.5 Farenheit 
or higher) with or 
without chills

• Cough with or 
without sputum

• Shortness of breath

• Difficulty swallowing

• Persistent diarrhea

• Nausea with or 
without vomiting

• Pain while urinating

• Persistent abdominal pain

• White patches in the mouth

• Persistent vaginal discharge

• Change in urine
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