
TREATMENT OPTIONS

Advanced bladder cancer occurs when the abnormal 
cells of a muscle-invasive tumor spread beyond the 
bladder lining. At this point, the cancer can metastasize, 
or advance, meaning it has spread to other parts of the 
body outside of the bladder.

The stage and the progression of the cancer will determine the treatment route that is 
recommended by your doctor, and this will vary depending on your bladder cancer journey so far.

SYSTEMIC CHEMOTHERAPY
• Systemic chemotherapy is used to 

treat advanced bladder cancer as it can 
kill cancer cells anywhere in the body, 
stopping them growing and dividing

• It can be given as a pill or injection into a 
vein or muscle 

Side effects*

Nausea and 
vomiting

Loss of 
appetite

Hair loss

Easy bleeding 
or bruising

Fatigue

Side effects*

Fatigue

Diarrhea

Nausea Changes 
in appetite

Rashes

IMMUNOTHERAPY
• Immunotherapy helps your immune 

system fight cancer cells by boosting or 
stopping certain immune responses

• This is usually given as an infusion put 
directly into the vein

• There are two types of immunotherapy 
used to treat advanced bladder cancer

IMMUNE CHECKPOINT INHIBITORS ANTIBODY DRUG CONJUGATES
• Immune checkpoint inhibitors 

boost the body’s immune 
response, by helping immune cells 
to recognize and kill cancer cells 

• This is usually given following 
chemotherapy as a secondary 
treatment for advanced bladder 
cancer, or when chemotherapy 
did not work. Some patients 
who have had bladder removal 
surgery to treat muscle-invasive 
bladder cancer may be offered 
immunotherapy if the cancer 
returns  

• Antibody drug conjugates are 
designed to target a specific part 
of the bladder cancer cells without 
killing healthy cells

• This treatment can be used when 
the cancer has progressed after 
treatment with chemotherapy 
and immune checkpoint 
inhibitors, or for people who can’t 
have cisplatin chemotherapy 
and have already received other 
therapies

Speak to your doctor about your treatment options, and what steps to take next
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4 What is a Cystoscopy?
Cystoscopy is a procedure used to look inside the 
bladder and urethra. It helps doctors diagnose 
bladder cancer. During a cystoscopy, a thin flexible 
or rigid, lighted instrument called a cystoscope is 
inserted into the urethra. Tissue samples can be 
removed with the rigid cystoscope. 

Some health care institutions offer enhanced 
cystoscopy. Using either a medication placed in 
the bladder to help tumors glow with a blue light 
cystoscope, or narrow band imaging helps your 
doctor to visualize the tumors better. 

4 What happens during a cystoscopy?
Most cystoscopies are done in an outpatient 
setting. Most patients are not admitted to the hospital 
and go home shortly after the cystoscopy is over.

• �A numbing medicine placed into the urethra 
may help to reduce discomfort from the cys-
toscope.

• �During the cystoscopy, the urologist may re-
move a small piece of tissue. This sample of 
tissue is called a biopsy. It is sent to a pathol-
ogist to determine if it is cancer. If the tumor 
cannot be safely biopsied during the cystos-
copy, another appointment will be made to 
have this done under general anesthesia. 

• �A sample of urine from your bladder may also 
be analyzed (cytology) to determine if there 
are any cancer cells.

• �Information from the biopsy sample and the 
urine sample will help the doctor make recom-
mendations about your future care.

OVER »

TERMS TO KNOW

◼  Cytology: The study of the microscopic 
appearance of cells.

◼  Pathologist: A doctor who identifies 
disease by studying cells and tissues 
under a microscope.

◼  Urethra: The tube through which urine 
empties from the bladder.

◼  Urologist: A doctor who specializes in 
diseases of the urinary organs in females 
and the urinary and sex organs in males.

ASK YOUR HEALTHCARE TEAM

» �Why is a cystoscopy a good option for me?

» �What can I do to prepare? Can I eat or 
drink before the procedure? 

» �Will I be given any medication before 
the procedure? Should I take my other 
medications the day of the procedure? 

» �How long does the cystoscopy take?

» �Will you take a urine sample? If there is 
a tumor, will you take a biopsy of it?

» �How long will it take to recover after the 
cystoscopy? What side effects can I expect? 

» �Will you use enhanced cystoscopy?

» �If the cystoscopy shows I have bladder 
cancer, what happens next?

» �If you have a prosthetic joint (i.e. total knee 
replacement or total hip replacement, etc.) 
ask your healthcare team if you should have 
antibiotics before your procedure. 

CYSTOSCOPY

Always consider  
a 2nd Opinion

Cross-section of a 
bladder with cystoscope 
visible in the urethra

TREATING ADVANCED 
BLADDER CANCER

https://bcan.org


The Bladder Cancer Advocacy Network 
is devoted to supporting people impacted 
by bladder cancer and is here to help 
every step of the way BCAN.ORG/ADVANCED-BLADDER-CANCER

For more information on treating 
advanced bladder cancer:

TARGETED THERAPY
• Targeted therapy works by targeting and 

blocking the parts of the bladder cancer cells 
that help them to grow

• This is usually given as a pill

• This is usually recommended for people 
with locally advanced or metastatic bladder 
cancer in cases where other treatments such 
as chemotherapy haven’t worked

• Targeted therapy can only fight cancer cells 
if specific genetic mutations are present 
so genomic analysis is always done first to 
assess if this treatment option is suitable

Side effects*

Diarrhea

Fatigue

Impact on kidney 
or liver function

Changes in 
fingernails 
or toenails

Mouth Sores

USEFUL RESOURCES
There are also a number of resources on the BCAN website which can help you to better 
understand the treatments available for advanced bladder cancer:

• Bladder cancer treatments

• Patient video series

• Treatment talk video series

• Bladder cancer treatment matrix

MAINTENANCE THERAPY
• In some cases, an immune checkpoint inhibitor can be used as 

a maintenance therapy 

• Maintenance therapy works by giving immunotherapy as part 
of a two-step treatment regimen to maintain the benefits of an 
initial treatment 

• For advanced bladder cancer, a treatment regimen of 
chemotherapy followed by an immune checkpoint inhibitor 
may be used as maintenance therapy, to maintain the benefits 
of chemotherapy and slow the progression of the cancer 

*Speak to your doctor if you are experiencing any new or worsening side 
effects following treatment, or for information on therapy options.

Immune Checkpoint 
Inhibitors Chemotherapy

STEP 1 STEP 2

https://bcan.org/facing-bladder-cancer/bladder-cancer-treatment/
https://bcan.org/bladder-cancer-videos/
https://bcan.org/?s=treatment+talk
https://bcan.org
http://bcan.org/treatment-matrix

