
 
 

 

Member of Cancer and Leukemia Group B with protocols for treatment and prevention of cancers of the colon, 
lung, and prostate and breast. 

David Palchak MD 
Phone: 805.474.9143 

Fax: 805.474.9569 
office@pcroncology.com 

 

Potential Side Effects of epirubicin 
 

• The gastrointestinal tract (stomach and intestine) can be affected which could cause you to experience 
loss of appetite, nausea and/or vomiting.  These usually develop shortly after the drug is administered 
and usually last less than 24 hours. 

• Mouth sores beginning about 7-10 days after treatment. 
• Temporary hair loss (not only from the scalp but possibly underarms, eyelashes and pubic hair) can 

occur.  The loss is occasionally total but the hair starts to grow back 1-3 months after your last 
chemotherapy. 

• Epirubicin can decrease the blood cells produced in the bone marrow.  This can lead to 
1) Decreased white cells, which would make you more vulnerable to infection.  The white blood cell 

count typically falls about 7 days following treatment and begins to rise about 14 days following 
treatment.  An infection while the white blood cell count is low may be life threatening.  You should 
measure your temperature twice daily and call me if it rises above 100.5.  Infection when the white 
blood cell count is low frequently requires hospitalization and is occasionally fatal. 

2) Lower number of red cells, which can give you symptoms of shortness of breath, weakness and 
fatigue.  This can be treated with transfusions or erythropoietin therapy if needed. 

3) Lower platelet counts, which can result in easy bruising or bleeding for a longer time.  The platelet 
counts usually fall about 7 days following chemotherapy and rises about 14 days following 
chemotherapy.  Any bleeding that occurs when the platelet count is low may be life threatening and 
should be reported to me.  Occasionally a person may die or suffer from bleeding into the brain as a 
result of a low platelet count. 

• Epirubicin can weaken the heart muscle, causing congestive heart failure and making you feel short of 
breath.  The risk of developing congestive heart failure increases after each dose of drug regardless of 
how long it has been since previously receiving the drug; therefore, a total lifetime dose has been 
determined which is not exceeded.  However, even at this dose (720 mg/square meter) the chances of 
developing heart failure are low (about 2%).  Your heart function will be monitored while receiving the 
drug regardless of your current total dose.  Tell your doctor if you become short of breath. 

• If some of the drug accidently leaks out of the vein where it is being injected, severe irritation and/or 
death of the tissue can occur.  All necessary precautions will be taken to prevent this from occurring.  
While receiving this drug, report any pain or unusual sensations so the vein can be checked. 

• Secondary cancers: In rare instances, epirubicin actually causes cancers including acute myelogenous 
leukemia (AML).  This is more likely when used in combination with other drugs, such as 
cyclophosphamide.  The risk of developing AML is < 1%, and leukemia has generally developed 1-3 
years following treatment. 


