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Pemetrexed

Information for patients
Chemotherapy

Name Hospital No

Your consultant is

 Important Advice

Always carry your chemotherapy alert card.

It is important that you know what to do if you feel ill at home. If you have had treatment 
within the last 6 weeks and think you have developed symptoms of infection or you have any 
unusual bruising or bleeding (for example heavy nosebleed), it is essential to phone 
Weston Park Hospital for urgent medical help.

Symptoms of infection include:

• sore throat
• temperature above 37.5°C
• shivering
• cough or cold symptoms
• diarrhoea
• feeling unwell even with a normal temperature

People undertaking Chemotherapy may become poorly very quickly. This can become 
life-threatening, particularly if warning signs are ignored.

Weston Park Hospital contact numbers:  0114 226 8345
 0114 271 2733
Ask to speak to the assessment unit nurse at Weston Park Hospital.

Even if you have part of your treatment at Chesterfield and North Derbyshire Royal Hospital, 
Rotherham District General Hospital, Doncaster Royal Infirmary or Barnsley District General 
Hospital, you should still phone Weston Park Hospital.

If you are ever admitted to hospital, attend Accident and Emergency or consult any 
Doctor, you must tell the Doctor that you are receiving anticancer treatment. You 
should ideally take this information sheet with you. They should then contact Weston 
Park Hospital for advice.
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This drug must only be prescribed by your Weston Park Hospital consultant team.
A new supply of this medication should not be prescribed by anyone else (including other hospital 
doctors, your GP etc).

What is my treatment?

Your treatment is a drug called pemetrexed. Pemetrexed stops cells from making DNA which is 
required for successful cell division in both normal cells and cancer cells. It works more effectively with 
cancer cells as they are more likely to be dividing and making DNA than normal cells.

Pemetrexed is given as an intravenous drip that takes about 15 minutes to give.

As part of your chemotherapy you will also be asked to take other medications to help prevent side 
effects. These are the vitamins Folic acid and vitamin B12 (Cyanocobalamin), and steroids called 
dexamethasone.  They are given before you start your chemotherapy and continue throughout your 
treatment. It is very important to take these vitamins as prescribed as they reduce the side effects of 
the pemetrexed, without reducing its effectiveness, please see specific advice in the box below.

 

Vitamin B12

You will be given an intramuscular injection of Vitamin B12 by the outpatient staff 7 days before 
your first treatment. You will be given further injections of Vitamin B12 every third cycle of 
treatment (about every 9 weeks).  This will be given on  Day 1 of that cycle of treatment by the 
nursing staff before they administer your chemotherapy.

Folic acid

You will be given Folic acid tablets. You will need to take these tablets throughout your treatment 
from 5 days before your first treatment until 3 weeks (21 days) after your last treatment. 

You should only take the folic acid tablets your cancer doctor has prescribed for you, Be aware 
that some food supplements and multivitamins contain folic acid. Always talk to your doctor 
before taking any other vitamins or food supplements. 

Dexamethasone (steroids)

You will be given Dexamethasone tablets. You will need to start taking these tablets for 3 days 
starting 1 day before each treatment. This is in addition to the Dexamethasone injection you will 
be given before your chemotherapy.

Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) and aspirin

During your course of chemotherapy it is important that you do not take NSAIDS (e.g. Diclofenac 
or Ibuprofen) or Aspirin. Your doctor or pharmacist can advise which of your current tablets you 
should avoid. You must stop taking these medicines 5 days before you start your first treatment. 
You can still take other pain killers such as paracetamol, codeine or morphine.
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Chemotherapy can be given on its own or with other treatments. The possible benefits of treatment 
can vary from patient to patient. For some patients chemotherapy can reduce the risk of the cancer 
coming back. For others chemotherapy may be used to control the cancer and its symptoms.

Your treatment will be fully explained by your doctor who will be happy to answer any questions 
including any other possible ways of treating your particular cancer. Ask what other treatments are 
available. Ask any other questions you have about treatment

Will I see my doctor regularly?

Before each of your treatments you will see a doctor or a specially trained nurse or pharmacist who 
will make sure it is safe for you to have your chemotherapy. It is very important that you tell them 
how you are feeling and about any side effects you have had since your last treatment.

Tell the doctor, before starting treatment

Please tell the doctor about all of the medicines you are currently taking, including those bought from 
a pharmacy and vitamins/supplements or herbal medicines. Chemotherapy can affect the safety of 
other medicines. Other medicines may affect the chemotherapy.

Also tell your doctor about any of the following if you:

• have been told you have liver or kidney problems

• have any allergies

• have peripheral neuropathy

• are pregnant, breast feeding or trying to conceive or father a child

• are diabetic

• are on any medicines for pain or inflammation. These are called non-steroidal anti-inflammatory 
drugs (NSAIDs). NSAIDs, such as ibuprofen, can sometimes increase the side effects of 
pemetrexed.
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Are there any side effects or risks to having treatment?

We must seek your consent for treatment before you receive it. If you are unsure about any aspect 
of your treatment, please do not hesitate to ask for more information.

As part of consenting to have the treatment your consultant team will discuss the risks and side 
effects of the drugs you will be given. Each person's reaction to chemotherapy is different. Some 
people have very few side effects, while others may experience more. The side effects described here 
won't affect everyone who is given this treatment, and may be different if you are having more than 
one chemotherapy drug.

We have outlined the most common side effects and some general advice. We have included some 
of the less common side effects. We haven't included those that are very rare and therefore extremely 
unlikely to affect you. If you notice any effects which you think may be due to the drug, but which 
aren't listed in this information, please discuss them with your doctor, chemotherapy nurse or 
pharmacist.

Side effects

With intravenous therapy you can occasionally experience complications and irritation at the 
injection site. If you notice any pain, redness or swelling or other problems, please contact the 
hospital - see Important Advice for telephone numbers.

Some people may have an allergic reaction with this treatment and symptoms of this may include 
skin rashes and itching, flushing, feeling dizzy, a temperature, shortness of breath, anxiety, pain  in 
the back, tummy or chest and a need to go to the toilet. Please let one of the nurses know if you 
experience any of these symptoms or feel unwell in any way whilst you are having your treatment.

Lowered resistance to infection – Chemotherapy can reduce the production of blood cells by the 
bone marrow. This includes white blood cells which fight infection. A drop in the number of white 
blood cells increases your risk of getting a serious infection. It also means you are less able to fight 
infection so it can become severe more quickly. As you are more prone to infection it is essential that 
you contact the hospital straight away if:

• your temperature goes above 37.5°C (99ºF)

• you suddenly feel unwell (even with a normal temperature)

• your temperature goes below 36.0°C (96.8°F)

• you have signs of an infection such as sore throat, a cough, diarrhoea, discomfort or stinging 
when you pass any urine (pee).

The number of white blood cells is usually at its lowest 7-14 days after chemotherapy but you can be 
at higher risk of serious infection at any time.

Bruising and bleeding – chemotherapy can reduce the number of platelets in your blood. Platelets 
are blood cells that help the blood to clot and help to stop bleeding. It is essential to contact the 
hospital if you have any bruising or bleeding you can’t explain. This includes nose bleeds, bleeding 
gums, blood spots or rashes on the skin, blood in your urine(pee) or in your stools (poo). 

Anaemia – the amount of red blood cells produced by your body may be reduced, this is called 
anaemia. Red blood cells carry oxygen around the body. If the number of red blood cells is low, you 
may be tired and breathless, be dizzy or feel light-headed. Tell your doctor or nurse if you feel like 
this. If you are very anaemic, you may need a blood transfusion to give you extra red blood cells.
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The bone marrow will gradually increase the number of blood cells it produces. They will usually have 
returned to normal levels before your next cycle of chemotherapy. You will have a blood test before 
having more chemotherapy to make sure that your blood cell production has recovered. Occasionally 
it may be necessary to delay your treatment if the number of blood cells (the blood count) is still low.

Feeling sick (nausea) and being sick (vomiting) – This can be managed by anti-sickness 
medication. You may be given anti-sickness medication before your chemotherapy and tablets to go 
home with. We recommend that you take these regularly for at least 48 hours after your 
chemotherapy treatment. Some anti-sickness drugs can cause constipation. Let your doctor or nurse 
know if this is a problem.

If you feel sick, take small sips of fluid often and eat small amounts of food regularly. 

If you vomit more than once in 24 hours or your eating and drinking has been badly affected because 
you feel sick phone Weston Park Hospital.

Sore mouth and ulcers - Your mouth may become sore, or you may develop small ulcers. Drink 
plenty of fluids, and clean your teeth twice a day, gently with a soft toothbrush as this can help to 
reduce the risk of this happening. Tell your nurse or doctor if your mouth becomes sore.

If you develop a cold sore or you notice white spots or patches in your mouth it is important to get 
treatment for this from either Weston Park or your GP.

If you find that you cannot eat or drink because of a sore mouth, sore throat or sore gullet it is 
important that you contact Weston Park for advice.

Tiredness and feeling weak - is a common side effect of this treatment. It is often worse towards 
the end of your treatments and for some weeks after the treatment has finished. It's important to 
allow yourself plenty of time to rest. Gentle exercise such as short walks may be of benefit.

Loss of appetite may occur during chemotherapy. If you are finding this a problem, please discuss 
it with the nursing staff. You may find it helpful to eat small amounts of food on a regular basis as 
this may help if you are feeling sick. You may also find slightly fizzy drinks helpful. Your appetite may 
come and go, so make the most of the times when you are able to eat. Try eating small snacks, 
gradually increasing to a normal diet.

Change in bowel habits with possible diarrhoea or constipation. If you have either of these 
symptoms, it is important that you drink plenty of fluids to avoid dehydration and ring for advice. If 
you suffer from constipation after your chemotherapy, please contact the hospital for advice on 
what medicine to take.

Diarrhoea may be a sign of infection and so it is essential to take your temperature and contact 
Weston Park Hospital for advice. If the diarrhoea does not settle you may need to be admitted for 
extra fluids to be given intravenously.

Eye problems - Pemetrexed may cause an inflammation of the lining of the eyelids (conjunctiva) that 
makes your eyes feel sore, red and itchy. Let your doctor know so they can prescribe soothing eye 
drops if necessary.

Skin changes - Pemetrexed can cause a rash, which may be itchy. Your doctor can prescribe 
medicine to help. To help prevent or reduce skin reactions, the steroid dexamethasone should be 
given with each treatment. The steroid is usually taken for three days starting on the day before 
pemetrexed is given. If your skin feels dry, try using an unperfumed moisturising cream every day. 
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Liver changes - Pemetrexed may cause changes in the way your liver works. It should return to 
normal when the treatment finishes. You're very unlikely to notice any problems, but we will take 
regular blood samples to check your liver is working properly.

Additional information

Risk of blood clots - Cancer can increase your risk of developing a blood clot (thrombosis), and 
having chemotherapy may increase this risk further. A blood clot may cause symptoms such as pain, 
redness and swelling in a leg, or breathlessness and chest pain. Blood clots can be very serious so it 
is important to tell your doctor straightaway if you have any of these symptoms. However, most clots 
can usually be successfully treated with drugs to thin the blood. Your doctor or nurse can give you 
more information.

Fertility - Your ability to become pregnant or father a child may be affected by taking this drug. It's 
important to discuss fertility with your doctor before starting treatment. Your periods may be lighter, 
less frequent or irregular in pattern or stop altogether. Please discuss this with your doctor in clinic.

Contraception - It is advisable not to become pregnant or father a child whilst receiving anticancer 
therapy as the developing foetus may be harmed. It is necessary to use effective contraception while 
taking this drug, and for a year afterwards.

It is also advisable to use a barrier method of contraception for example condoms whilst you are 
having anticancer therapy as the drugs may be secreted through bodily fluids. Again, discuss this with 
your doctor. An information leaflet is available please ask your nurse for this.

Alcohol - Drink only in moderation (1 - 2 units per day); note that certain medications you are taking 
may be affected by alcohol. One unit means half a pint of normal strength lager, small glass of wine 
or a single measure of spirits.

Sensitivity of skin to sunlight - We advise you to cover up and use a high factor sunscreen when 
in sunshine.

Dental advice - Please tell your dentist you are receiving chemotherapy before you have any 
treatment, including scale and polish, as you are at greater risk of having bleeding gums, or 
developing a mouth infection. We advise you have a blood test before any emergency dental 
treatment.

Flu jabs - If you choose to have a flu jab, this should be given before commencing chemotherapy. If 
you are already on treatment, you can have the jab 1-2 days before your next cycle starts.

Sources of further information

Weston Park Cancer Information and Support Centre

• 23 Northumberland Road, Sheffield S10 2TX

• www.westonpark.org.uk

• 0114 553 3330

Alternative formats can be provided on request. Please call the department on your 
appointment letter or email: sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net 
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