Steroids – for the
treatment of immunotherapy
induced side effects
Information for patients
What are steroids?
Steroids, also called corticosteroids, are anti-inflammatory medicines used to treat a range
of conditions. Steroids are a man-made version of hormones normally produced by the
adrenal glands which are two small glands found above the kidneys.
Steroids also reduce the activity of the immune system, which is the body's natural defence
against illness and infection.

Why have I been started on steroids?
Immunotherapy enables the immune system to recognise, target and eliminate cancer cells,
wherever they are in the body. It triggers the immune system to act against cancer cells by
turning off certain pathways in the immune system in order to attack the cancer cells.
Sometimes this can cause side effects as a result of the immune system being over
stimulated and mistakenly attacking healthy parts of the body.
The most common side effects are skin rashes, diarrhoea leading to inflammation of the
bowel (this is called colitis) or hormone imbalances related to your thyroid, adrenal or
pituitary glands. Immunotherapy can, however, affect any organ of the body.
Steroids work by suppressing the immune system to stop it from attacking your good cells
and hopefully improve your symptoms from any side effects.

How long will I have to take steroids?
Everyone is different and each person’s body responds differently. You will be monitored
closely when you are on steroids to check they are working to reduce your symptoms.

Stopping taking steroids
You should not reduce your steroid dose or stop taking steroids abruptly without
advice from your doctor or specialist nurse.
If you have been taking steroids for more than a few days, the dose should be gradually
reduced. Stopping too quickly or suddenly can give you problems with your adrenal glands,
which make important hormones for the day-to-day function of your body. This is known as
‘adrenal insufficiency’ and can be dangerous to your health.

Symptoms of adrenal insufficiency include:
• feeling extremely tired
• feeling nauseous or being sick
• dizziness
• loss of appetite and weight loss
Your original symptoms from any side effects may also come back suddenly if you stop
steroids abruptly.

Are there any side effects with taking steroids?
Taking steroid tablets for less than three weeks is unlikely to cause any significant side
effects. However, you may get some side effects if you need to take them for longer or at a
high dose. Often, patients experience no side effects from steroids.
Side effects of steroid tablets can include:












indigestion or heartburn
increased appetite, which could lead to weight gain when used long term
difficulty sleeping
changes in mood and behaviour, such as feeling irritable or anxious
an increased risk of infections – especially chickenpox, shingles and measles
high blood sugars or diabetes
weakening of the bones (osteoporosis)
high blood pressure
Cushing's syndrome – which can cause symptoms such as thin skin that bruises
easily, a build-up of fat on the neck and shoulders and a red, puffy, rounded face
eye conditions, such as glaucoma and cataracts
mental health problems, such as depression or suicidal thoughts

Most side effects will pass once treatment stops. Tell your doctor or nurse if you notice any
new symptoms.
If possible you should take your steroids in the morning to reduce trouble sleeping.
You will be given a tablet to take alongside your steroids to protect your stomach from
irritation and it is also recommended to take your steroid tablets with food.
If you are on steroids for more than three weeks, your doctor or specialist nurse might
prescribe a bone strengthening drug to prevent the weakening of your bones and a low
dose of antibiotics to prevent you from getting an infection.

What should I do if I miss a dose or take too much?
If you forget a dose, take it as soon as you remember. If it is almost time for your next dose,
skip the one you missed.
Do not take a double dose to make up for a forgotten dose.
Accidentally taking too many steroid tablets is unlikely to be harmful if it is a one-off.
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Contact us
If you have any problems or concerns while taking steroids, please call your clinical team or
the acute oncology helpline.
The acute oncology helpline can be reached via the Royal Free London switchboard on 020
7794 0500 and ask for bleep 2237.

More information
For more information about the steroids, please speak to your nurse, doctor or pharmacist.
For more information about cancer services at the Royal Free London, please visit our
website: www.royalfree.nhs.uk/services/services-a-z/cancer-services

Your feedback
If you have any feedback on this leaflet or for a list of references for it, please email:
rf.communications@nhs.net.

Alternative formats
This leaflet is also available in large print. If you need this leaflet in another format – for
example Braille, a language other than English or audio – please speak to a member of
staff.
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