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Erythropoietin 
 

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

 
Erythropoietin deficiency is a major cause of anemia and erythropoietin supplementation 
or replacement is an important treatment for anemia. 
 
Erythropoietin is a hormone that is normally produced by the kidneys, secreted into the 
blood stream, travels through blood vessels to the bone marrow where it stimulates 
production of red blood cells.  Conditions that damage the kidneys (high blood pressure, 
diabetes and many others) often lower erythropoietin levels, causing anemia.  Some other 
chronic inflammatory diseases, such as arthritis, interfere with the ability to use iron and 
cause anemia in spite of normal erythropoietin production.   
 
Many people with anemia caused by either chronic inflammatory diseases or kidney 
damage can be treated with erythropoietin with improvement of anemia.   
 
Erythropoietin must be taken by injection under the skin.  The dose and frequency of 
injections is adjusted to obtain the desired hemoglobin or red blood cell count.  Most 3rd 
party payers (Medicare or insurance) will only pay for erythropoietin if the Hb is less than 
10.  
 
Erythropoietin can only work if all of the other building blocks for red blood cells are 
available.  Moreover when people start taking erythropoietin they use up a lot of iron and 
may need to take an iron supplement.  We will monitor iron levels every 3 months while 
you take erythropoietin and will tell you if you need to take a supplement.   
 
Side effects: The only side effects we have seen are burning for a few seconds at the site of 
injection and high blood pressure.  We will check your blood pressure at each office visit 
when you see the physician or physician’s assistant.  Your blood pressure medications will 
be adjusted if needed to keep the blood pressure safe.  Other side effects that are reported 
(but that we have not seen) include blood clots, heart attack, stroke, heart failure, pure 
red cell aplasia, seizures, allergic reactions, headache, joint pains, rapid heart beat, nausea, 
diarrhea, fever, vomiting, shortness of breath, swelling, rash, dizziness, fatigue and cough. 
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