Making sure you
take oral
methotrexate safely

Oral methotrexate is a well-
established and effective
medicine that can help treat
many conditions. Over 50,000
patients are given oral
methotrexate in the NHS each
year and most people receiving it
are greatly helped by it and
suffer few, if any, problems.
However, the NPSA has been told
that some patients have been
harmed because the medicine
was nol taken correctly.

What is oral
methotrexate?

Oral methotrexate was first used to
treat cancer. It is now known that
low doses of the medicine can also
help several joint, skin and bowel
conditions.

It is used to treat some types of
rheumatic  disease such as
rheumatoid arthritis, psoriatic
arthritis and juvenile idiopathic
arthritis, as well as severe
psoriasis, and bowel diseases such
as Crohn’s disease. It is also used in
some other conditions where the
body's natural defence system is
overactive.

What are the risks?

The NPSA has found that, over ten
years, 25 patients in England died
and 26 suffered serious harm
because they did not take oral
methotrexate correctly or were not
monitored properly by the
healthcare staff looking after them.
However, most people who take
oral methotrexate do not have any
problems.

It is important that you are aware
that oral methotrexate is a powerful
medicine and that it should be
taken carefully. You should be told
about the possible side effects and
what you should do if you
experience any of them. Your
doctor, nurse or pharmacist will
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give you information about the
medicine and will tell you how to
avoid having problems whilst taking
it.

How should | take oral
methotrexate?

You must only take oral
methotrexate once a week, on the
same day each week. You will take
it at home and so you must be clear
about how and when you should
take it. You should also have
regular check-ups to make sure the
medicine is working correctly.

How can | make sure |
am taking oral
methotrexate properly?
You should:

eread and keep the instructions
that come with your tablets so
that you can refer back to
them;

eunderstand how many tablets
lo take;

enot confuse oral methotrexate
with other medication you take
more frequently;

eknow what the warning signs
are that the medicine is not
working properly;

ebe monitored properly by your
doctor, nurse and/or
pharmacist.

What information
should | receive?

You should discuss your treatment
with your doctor, nurse or
pharmacist before you start taking
the medicine. They should give you
a leaflet containing detailed
information about oral
methotrexate, which you should
read. You should also be given a
booklet that will help you and your
doctor, nurse and pharmacist

monitor the amount of oral
methotrexate you take. This will
also be used to record the results of
your blood tests.

You should be given the leaflet and
booklet before you start taking oral
methotrexate and you should take
this information with you each time
you go to see your doctor, nurse or
pharmacist.

The doctor or nurse treating you
may give you further information
that explains your particular
condition and treatment in more
detail. You should read all the
information you receive.

What should | do if | am
concerned about taking
oral methotrexate?

You should talk to your hospital
doctor, GP, nurse or pharmacist if
you have any concerns. However, it
is important that you do not stop
taking the medicine before
speaking to them.

Patient briefing issued by National
Patient Safety Agency (1/6/06)

Further information can be
obtained by visiting:
www.npsa.nhs.uk
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