
Improving the monitoring of patients on methotrexate therapy in primary care
By April 2022, at least 50% of patients on methotrexate at Sanquhar Health Centre (SHC) will meet all 5 of Health Improvement
Scotland’s DMARD monitoring guidelines.

Introduction

Methotrexate is an immunosuppressant drug commonly used 

in managing a range of autoimmune conditions [1]. Despite its 

therapeutic benefit, methotrexate has numerous potential 

adverse effects including bone marrow suppression, 

pulmonary fibrosis and hepatorenal toxicity [2]. This means 

that robust monitoring is essential to identify and prevent these 

adverse effects from occurring. 

Health Improvement Scotland makes the following 

recommendation for monitoring methotrexate patients in 

primary care:

1. Check full blood count every 8 weeks and urea and 

electrolytes every 6 months.

2. Clear action should be documented for abnormal results.

3. There should be a documented review of blood tests prior to 

reissuing of methotrexate prescriptions.

4. All patients should be offered a pneumococcal vaccination.

5. Patients should be asked about relevant side effects at their 

blood test appointment. 

Method

The following tools were used to explore the problem of 

inadequate methotrexate monitoring at the practice: 

• Fishbone diagram

• Process map

• Pareto chart

• Driver diagram

Change ideas implemented included: 

• Informing staff of DMARD guidelines.

• Creating an EMIS template for convenient monitoring of 

side effects.

• Reminders to screen for side effects in the format of 

electronic EMIS reminders and posters.

• Increased the frequency of checking the practice DMARD 

register for overdue blood tests from monthly to fortnightly.

Process measures included the number of EMIS template 

uses and staff feedback. The number of GP appointments 

generated by side effect monitoring was used as a balancing 

measure to ensure workload wasn’t negatively affected. 

Results

Although the aim measurement was not quite met, there was a 

substantial increase in the percentage of patients meeting all 5 

guidelines, from 0% to 42.1%, as shown in the run chart 

below. This was due to a large improvement in the screening 

of side effects, where previously this was not done at all.
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Conclusions

• Patients are now more safely monitored with a large 

increase in side effect monitoring and small but significant 

increase in blood test uptake. 

• Although falling short of the aim, having 42.1% of patients 

meeting all guidelines is a considerable improvement. 

• Future projects could build on this progress by applying 

these change ideas to drugs with similar monitoring 

requirements, such as azathioprine.
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