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Good Practice Guidelines for Safe Handling of High-Risk Medicines 

including Cytotoxic and Cytostatic Medication 

 

This good practice guidance sets out the NHS East and North Hertfordshire Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) approach to the 

safe handling and administration of cytotoxic/cytostatic medication for care home staff working with adults and older people in 

receipt of social care.  

CQC Regulation 12: Safe care and treatment states; Providers must make sure that the premises and any equipment used is safe 

and where applicable, available in sufficient quantities. Medicines must be supplied in sufficient quantities, managed safely and 

administered appropriately to make sure people are safe. 
 

Cytotoxic/Cytostatic Medication 
 

A cytotoxic or cytostatic medicine is defined as any medicinal product that possesses any one, or more, of the following 
hazardous properties: 

 

• Toxic 

• Carcinogenic 

• Toxic for reproduction 

• Mutagenic 

 

Cytotoxic/cytostatic medication including methotrexate, fluorouracil, hydroxycarbamide, and mercaptopurine, (see appendix 1 
for list of cytotoxic/cytostatic medications) are potentially hazardous medications and should be handled with great care. At the 
right dose and with appropriate monitoring, they are safe and effective for use. Cytotoxic/cytostatic medicines are disease-
modifying drugs that affect how the body’s cells grow and reduce the activity of the immune system. It is therefore important that 
all care home staff involved in the administering of medicines are provided with the appropriate training to ensure they are aware 
of the associated risks. 

 
What are cytotoxic/cytostatic medications used for? 
Some examples are: 

• Psoriasis 

• Rheumatoid arthritis 

• Crohn’s disease 

• Cancers 
 
What are the risks of cytotoxic/cytostatic medication? 

The toxicity of cytotoxic/cytostatic drugs means that they can present significant risk to those who handle them

When 
How * Drug preparation 

* Drug administration 

* Handling of residents' waste 

* Transport and waste disposal 

* Cleaning spills 

* Skin contact 

* Inhalation 

* Ingestion 

* Needle stick injuries 

Reactions 
* Abdominal pain, hair loss, nasal sores, 

vomiting and liver damage 
* Contact dermatitis or local allergic 

reaction 

* Foetal loss in pregnant women and 
  malformation in child of pregnant women 

* Alteration to normal blood cell count 

* Abnormal formation of cell and mutagenic 
activity or mutation forming 
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Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 
 

• Always wear appropriate personal protective equipment (e.g. gloves [preferably nitrile] and a disposable apron) when 

administering cytotoxic/cytostatic medication and should be appropriate for its intended use.   

• Always ensure personal protective equipment is disposed of safely to prevent potential harm to others. Discuss with 

your clinical waste contractor or community pharmacy. 

• Care home staff must be trained in the use of PPE and it must be adequately maintained and stored. 

• Residents and care home staff should wash hands thoroughly following administration of cytotoxic/cytostatic 

medication 
 

Administration of cytotoxic/cytostatic medication 
All oral cytotoxic/cytostatic medication doses should be double checked by another member of staff who is authorised 

to administer medication prior to administration. 
 

• The prescription should clearly state the dose and frequency for administration. Phrases such as ‘as directed’ must not be 

used and the prescriber should be consulted to change the directions. 

• Cytotoxic/cytostatic medication should never be dispensed in a compliance aid or a monitored dosage system (MDS). 

• Reduce handling to prevent unnecessary exposure to cytotoxic/cytostatic medication when administering to the 

resident. 

• Tablets should not be handled directly. Care home staff should wear gloves. 

• Oral doses should be dispensed into a medicine pot. Doses can be unwrapped at the time of administration by the care 
home staff. 

• Only remove cytotoxic/cytostatic medication from its container when in front of the resident. 

• Tablets should be swallowed whole with a glass of water whilst sitting or standing. 

• NEVER crush, chew or break tablets.  

• Transfer medication from bottle/foil to a single use medicine pot/spoon or oral syringe. 

• Medicine pots, spoons and syringes should be disposed of after each administration in the cytotoxic/cytostatic 

designated waste receptacle. Wear appropriate PPE for this process. 

• It is generally fine to drink small amounts of alcohol during treatment. Check and clarify with the prescriber or 

pharmacist. 

• GP to be informed if the resident refuses or is unable to take their medication. 

 

Monitoring of cytotoxic/cytostatic medication 
 
Regular blood tests are required. Any new or worsening symptoms experienced after starting cytotoxic/cytostatic treatment 

need to be highlighted to the prescriber. 
 

Serious side effects can occur and residents and carers should be aware of these. Treatment should be stopped immediately, and 

urgent medical advice sought from the GP. These include: 

• Severe skin rash that causes blistering (can affect the mouth and tongue). 

• Persistent cough, pain, difficulty breathing or breathlessness. 

• Skin rash and fever with swollen glands. 

• Sore throat, fever, chills or muscle aches. 

• Severe allergic reaction (anaphylactic reaction). 

• Whites of the eyes become yellow or severe itching of the skin. 

• Severe and continuing diarrhoea or vomiting. 

• New unexplained bleeding or bruising. 

• Chickenpox and shingles. If the resident has never had chickenpox they may be at risk of severe infection from 

the virus. If close contact with someone who has either of these conditions occurs, you should contact the doctor 

promptly as special treatment may be required.
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Safe Disposal of cytotoxic/cytostatic medication 
 

Waste contaminated with cytotoxic/cytostatic substances should be disposed of in suitable authorised facilities, 

normally incineration facilities. 
 

• Cytotoxic/cytostatic medication MUST NOT be disposed of in an ordinary waste bin. 

• All formulations of cytotoxic/cytostatic drugs must be disposed of in the designated cytotoxic/cytostatic waste 

receptacle (purple lids) or appropriate receptacles in line with transport/carriage regulations. The waste 

contractor should be consulted. 

• Ensure a cytotoxic/cytostatic spillage kit is available in the event of a spillage. 

• Care Homes using waste contractors – cytotoxic/cytostatic waste disposal bin needs to be obtained from 

waste contractor. 

• Care Homes using community pharmacy waste services – cytotoxic/cytostatic medication need to be returned to 

the community pharmacy for disposal. The waste awaiting disposal must be put in a sealed container, clearly 

marked cytotoxic/cytostatic medication. 

 

 

 

Methotrexate 
 

 

METHOTREXATE SHOULD BE TAKEN AS A SINGLE DOSE: ONCE A WEEK, ON THE SAME DAY EACH WEEK 

• Only ONE strength of methotrexate tablet (2.5mg) should be prescribed and dispensed. Confirm tablet strength 

with the prescriber if a 2.5mg tablet is not used. 

• On the medication administration record (MAR) chart, the care home should strike out the six days of the week 

when a dose is NOT to be given in the administration section of the chart. 

• Folic acid is commonly prescribed alongside methotrexate to reduce the side effects of treatment. It should NOT 

be taken on the same day as the methotrexate, it is usually taken several days after methotrexate. 

• GP to be informed if the resident refuses their methotrexate or folic acid. 

 

 

 

Dutasteride1 
 

• Women, children and adolescents must not handle leaking dutasteride capsules, because the active ingredient can 

be absorbed through the skin. Wash the affected area immediately with soap and water if there is any contact with 

the skin. 

• Women who are pregnant (or may be) must not handle leaking capsules. Dutasteride is absorbed through the skin 

and can affect the normal development of a male baby. This is a particular risk in the first 16 weeks of pregnancy. 
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Finasteride 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Cytotoxic/cytostatic medicines are safe and effective medications if taken at the right dose and with appropriate 

monitoring. Care Homes must have robust procedures in place to minimise the potential for harm to the resident and 

staff. As part of good practice Care Homes can include a risk assessment and procedures to their medicine policy. 

 

Refer to Appendix 1 for a list of cytotoxic/cytostatic medicines 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Check the strength of finasteride tablets before administering; finasteride 5mg tablets are licenced 

Use to reduce the size of the prostate gland in men whilst finasteride 1mg tablets are licensed to treat
hair loss in men. 

 
Women who are or may potentially be pregnant should not handle finasteride 5mg tablets 

Administration especially if broken or crushed. 

If finasteride is absorbed through the skin or taken by mouth by women pregnant with a male 
foetus, the child may be born with malformed genital organs. 

If a woman who is pregnant comes into contact with crushed or broken finasteride tablets, 
speak to your doctor. 

Risk 

Handle with caution: 

Finasteride tablets are coated and will prevent contact with the active ingredient during normal 
handling, provided that the tablets have not been broken, crushed or chewed. 

Stop taking finasteride and immediately contact a doctor if any of the following symptoms are 
experienced (angioedema): 

Monitor
 

•swelling of face, tongue or throat 
difficulty swallowing 
hives and breathing difficulties 
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Appendix 1 - Full document can be found following the link below: 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/167976/HTM_07- 

01_Final.pdf 

 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/167976/HTM_07-01_Final.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/167976/HTM_07-01_Final.pdf
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