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What is rituximab?

Rituximab is a medicine that reduces your body’s immune system - an 
immunosuppressant. 

Rituximab belongs to a group of medicines called monoclonal 
antibodies.

Why do I need to take rituximab?

The immune system makes antibodies and immune cells, which are in 
the blood to help your body to fight infections, such as those caused by 
bacteria and viruses.

In some illnesses, the immune system becomes too active and fights 
your own body instead of helping to protect it.

These kinds of diseases are called autoimmune diseases and include 
vasculitis and Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE).

B cells are a type of white blood cells found in your blood and are 
involved in making the antibodies which are causing your illness.

Rituximab works by removing these B cells from the blood for several 
months. After this, levels of B cells will slowly return to normal.

Research and clinical trials have shown that following the removal of B 
cells there is an improvement in SLE and vasculitis.

You have been advised to have this medication to treat your 
illness, but you should be aware that reducing your immune 
system makes you vulnerable to all types of infection. 
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How long does rituximab take to work?

Rituximab usually takes about 4 to 6 weeks to work and the effects 
usually lasts for 6 to 9 months.

The course of rituximab is 2 doses which are given 2 to 3 weeks apart.

If rituximab works for you, you may be given further doses. In most 
cases only one course is needed, but you can have repeat courses after 
6 to 12 months if your doctor thinks you need this.

If you have complications from the treatment, or the treatment doesn't 
work, your doctor will discuss other treatment options with you in clinic.

How is rituximab given?

Rituximab is given as an infusion into a vein in your arm by a trained 
nurse.

• You will be given the infusion in the Renal Assessment Unit as a 
day case.

• You will be prescribed other medications before the infusion to 
reduce fever or other effects that can be caused by the infusion.

• The first infusion takes about 5 to 7 hours. If you tolerate this well, 
you can have any further treatments more quickly.

If you have any symptoms of an infection when you come for the 
infusion, you must tell the nurse or doctor straight away. It is not safe 
to give you rituximab when you have an infection.

You will usually be prescribed antibiotics for 6 months after starting 
Rituximab, to reduce the risk of you getting any infections.

If you have any problems or side effects from taking the antibiotics, 
don't just stop taking them. Discuss it with your renal doctor.
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What are the side effects of rituximab?

Most people tolerate rituximab very well with few side effects.

1. Side effects during the infusion of rituximab

If they occur, side effects can begin during the first dose and may 
continue for a few hours afterwards, but are usually milder with further 
doses.

• Flu-like symptoms such as a fever, chills, runny nose. About 1 in 2 
people (50%) may have this. The nurse will give you paracetamol 
as this can help.

• Low blood pressure can happen during the infusion. About 1 in 10 
people (10%) have this, so your blood pressure will be checked 
every 30 minutes.

• Feeling sick. About 1 in 5 people (20%) feel sick, but this can be 
controlled with anti-sickness medications.

• Allergic reactions, skin rashes and feeling breathless. If you feel 
any of these things, you must let the nurse know straight away. If 
you have a severe reaction to the infusion, you may have to stay in 
hospital overnight.

2. Side effects from having the course of rituximab

People can have a temporary drop in the number of blood cells made by 
the bone marrow causing:

• Increased risk of getting an infection due to a drop in white blood 
cells. This includes flu like illness, Covid, diarrhoea and vomiting, 
food poisoning, urine infections, skin infections 

• Tiredness and breathlessness due to a drop in red blood cells 
(anaemia). You may need a blood transfusion

• Bruising easily or bleeding due to a drop in platelets (the smallest 
type of blood cell that helps the blood to clot).
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Very rare side effects
Some patients (about 1 in 100,000) taking rituximab have had a serious 
brain infection called progressive multifocal leucoencephalopathy 
(PML), which can be fatal. Symptoms include memory loss and difficulty 
with walking. If you experience any of these symptoms, you must tell 
your doctor straight away.

Do I need any special checks while on rituximab?

You will have a physical examination by the doctor and your blood tests 
checked a few days before each infusion.

If you have been unwell between seeing the doctor and the day you 
come for your infusion, you must let the nurse know.

We will arrange to see you in the outpatient clinic 1 or 2 weeks after 
each infusion.

Can I take rituximab in pregnancy or when breast 
feeding?

Rituximab must not be taken in pregnancy or when breast feeding. If 
you are planning to get pregnant or are breast feeding, you must 
discuss this with your doctor.

Both men and women should avoid starting a family during and for 12 
months after treatment with rituximab.

Can I have vaccinations?

You should avoid live vaccines (such as typhoid, polio, rubella, BCG, 
chicken pox, shingles) while receiving rituximab. It is safe for you to have 
the flu and pneumococcal vaccines. Your GP or practice nurse can get 
advice about vaccinations from the doctors at the Renal Unit if they have 
any questions. The contact numbers are at the end of the leaflet.
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What can I do to reduce the risk of getting an 
infection?

You can reduce the risk of getting an infection by:

• Washing your hands regularly and encouraging those you live 
with to do the same.

• Avoid contact with people who have coughs, colds and any other 
illness such as diarrhoea and vomiting.

• Make sure you store and cook food safely to avoid food poisoning.
• Keep a close eye on any cuts and scratches to check they are not 

becoming red or inflamed - signs they may be infected.

Keep taking any antibiotics you've been prescribed. Don't just stop 
taking them without discussing it with a renal doctor first.

What should I do if I feel unwell?

If you start to feel unwell, particularly if you develop:

• A sore throat, fever or other signs of infection
• Diarrhoea and vomiting
• A temperature higher than 38oC
• Unexplained bruising or bleeding

you must contact the Renal Unit straight away. We explain how to do 
this at the end of the leaflet.
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Contact information

If you become unwell or have any urgent questions about your 
treatment, please contact us.

Renal Assessment Unit

• 0114 271 5320
Monday to Thursday, 8.30am - 4.00pm
Friday, 8.30am - 3.30 pm

 Renal F Floor

• 0114 226 6391
• 0114 271 5886

After 4.00pm (3.30pm on Fridays) and at weekends and bank 
holidays

 

Where can I get more information?

Vasculitis UK

• www.vasculitis.org.uk

NHS UK

• www.nhs.uk/conditions/vasculitis
• www.nhs.uk/conditions/lupus

UK Kidney Association (Rare Renal)

• https://ukkidney.org/rare-renal/homepage

http://www.vasculitis.org.uk
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/vasculitis/
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/lupus
https://ukkidney.org/rare-renal/homepage
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