
 
 
 

Tacrolimus (Prograf)    
 
 

How does it 
work? 
 

• Tacrolimus is a powerful medication taken by people that have 
received a kidney, liver or heart  transplant.  It is also used to 
treat autoimmune disorders that cause inflammation (swelling, 
redness, warmth or pain) in the joints, muscles, skin or eye.  It 
can also be used to treat certain nerve diseases. 

 
• Your immune system, which normally helps to protect your 

body from infection and disease is "out of order".  It is attacking 
your body instead of protecting it.  Tacrolimus lowers 
(suppresses) your immune system by reducing the inflammation 
process of your disease. 

 
Why am I 
taking it? 
 

• Your doctor has ordered tacrolimus because the medications 
you are presently taking are not controlling your disease.  They  
may have lost effect, been ineffective, or produced side effects 
that are unacceptable.   

 
• Tacrolimus is used to: 

− reduce the swelling, redness, stiffness or pain of your tissues. 
− reduce or eliminate the amount of prednisone you are taking. 
− establish the safest, most effective combination of 

medications that will improve your quality of life. 
 

How quickly 
does it work? 

• Benefits from tacrolimus are usually seen within 2 - 3 months. 

 
How do I take 
it? 
 

 
• Tacrolimus is a capsule that is taken by mouth twice a day, 12 

hours apart.   
• It comes in 0.5 mg, 1 mg and  5 mg capsules.  Your doctor will 

decide the how much medication you need based on your 
weight, health condition and how well tacrolimus is working for 
you. 

• Do not eat or drink juices of grapefruit or pomello, tangello, 
noni, seville oranges or lime.  Also avoid orange marmelade and 



pomegranate juice. 
• Minimize alcohol 
• Drink 1.5 litres (6 cups) of water per day while on tacrolimus.  

Caffeinated drinks do not count for the 1.5 litres. 
 
Take your Tacrolimus as advised by your doctor. 
• Work with your doctor to decide how much medication you 

need.  Medicines are started at low dosages and increased 
slowly to decrease the risk of side effects.  Taking more 
tacrolimus than is needed may cause side effects.  Skipping 
doses will reduce how well it is working in your body to control 
your condition. 

 
What if I forget 
to take it? 
 

• If you forget to take a dose of tacrolimus, wait until your next 
dose is due. 

 
What tests are 
needed? 
 
 

Blood Tests 
• Your blood tests are done once a month. 
• In addition to the regular blood tests, your tacrolimus level will 

be checked.  Because how much tacrolimus absorbed by your 
body can vary, your doctor may adjust your medication dose 
based on the results of this test. 

• Monthly blood tests that include a tacrolimus level should be 
done 12 hours after the tacrolimus dose. 

 
Blood Pressure  
• Check once each month by the clinic nurse or family doctor or 

use a home blood pressure monitor that has been checked with 
your doctor’s machine. 

 
Can I take 
other 
medications? 
 
 

There are some prescription medications when taken with 
tacrolimus can cause unwanted side effects or change the way 
tacrolimus is absorbed by the body. 
 
Drugs to AVOID when on tacrolimus 
• Cyclosporin (Neoral) 
• Colchicine 
• Cyclophosphamide 
• Echinacea 
• Rifampin (Rifatek) 
• Lovastatin  (Mevacor) 
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• Pravastatin  (Pravachol) 
• Simvastatin (Zocor) 
• Atorvastatin (Lipitor) 
• Fenofibrate (Lipidil) 
• Clarithromycin (Biaxin) 
• Newer oral anticoagulants (rivaroxaban, dabigatran, apixaban, 

edoxaban) 
• HIV inhibitors 
• Antifungal and antiviral medications 
 
Note: Cholesterol reducing medications such as Niacin, Questran, 
Lodalis and Ezetrol can be used with tacrolimus. 
 
Drugs to AVOID IF POSSIBLE when on tacrolimus 
• Erythromycin, Ciprofloxacin, Streptomycin, Neomycin 
• anti-convulsants/barbituates 
• diuretics - especially potassium sparing diuretics 

Furosemide (Lasix) 
 
Drugs to use WITH CAUTION when on tacrolimus 
• anti-inflammatory medications (Advil or ibuprofen) 
• Digoxin 
• Tamoxifen 
• Cimetidine  
• Coumadin, Warfarin (anti-coagulants) 
• antibiotics  
• calcium channel blockers 
• St. John's Wart  
• herbal medication 
 
Radiation and phototherapy (PUVA/UVB)  
• should be avoided while taking tacrolimus. 
• Use sunscreen and sunglasses when outdoors, limit sun 

exposure 
 
Note: Over-the-counter medications such as cold remedies, pain 
medication, cough syrup and vitamins are not thought to interact 
with tacrolimus.  However, do check with your doctor before using 
over-the-counter medication. 
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What are the 
possible side 
effects? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Tacrolimus is generally well-tolerated.  The possible side effects 
to watch for are: 
• nausea, vomiting, loss of appetite 
• loose stools, abdominal discomfort 
• slight trembling of the hands 
• tingling in the fingers, toes, mouth 
• mild headaches 
• dizziness 
• trouble sleeping 
• fatigue 
• edema in the legs or ankles 
• leg cramps 
• acne 
• rash, itching 
 
Minor side effects tend to last only a short period of time.  Most 
side effects appear to be related to dose and require no treatment.  
The side effects disappear when the tacrolimus dose is reduced or 
stopped. 
 
More serious side effects include: 
 

Blood Pressure:   
• Tacrolimus can increase your blood pressure.  Your blood 

presure should be checked each month.  If there is a substantial 
increase in the reading, the dose of the medication may be 
adjusted or a blood pressure medication may be added. 

 
Kidney Function:   
• Tacrolimus can affect your kidneys.  Blood tests will be 

checked each month to ensure your kidney function is normal. 
 
Rare Side Effects: 
 

Lymphoma:   
• Although very rare, cancers of the white blood cells 

(lymphomas) have occurred.  These rare cases appear to be 
related to duration and dose.  Patients taking tacrolimus for 
autoimmune diseases are on very low doses of the medication.  
If patients follow their doctor's instructions, the risk of 
lymphoma appears to be virtually non-existent. 
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Allergic Reaction: 
• Symptoms include any or combination of:  

• rash 
• itching/swelling (especially of face/tongue/throat) 
• severe dizziness 
• trouble breathing 

 
If this occurs, stop taking tacrolimus, seek immediate medical 
attention and let the rheumatologist and clinic nurse know what 
happened. 
 
Liver Function:   
• On rare occasions, tacrolimus can affect the liver.  Blood tests 

are done each month to check your liver. 
 

 
What if I have a 
side effect? 
                 

 
Call your doctor or nurse if you develop any of the above 
symptoms. 
• A side effect can occur anytime while take tacrolimus and often 

occurs because of how much medication you are taking. 
• Tacrolimus may need to be reduced or stopped.   Also the blood 

tests may need to be done more often. 
• If you get a severe reaction after starting tacrolimus - heart 

issues, swelling of airways, rash, bleeding, stop tacrolimus and 
seek help at hospital Emergency Department. 

 
Precautions? 
 

Pregnancy:  
• Pregnancy should be avoided while taking tacrolimus because 

the effect on the pregnancy or on an unborn baby are not yet 
known.  Use a reliable method of birth control before, during 
your treatment and for 6 weeks after stopping your treatment 
with tacrolimus. 

 
Breastfeeding:   
• Do not breastfeed your baby if you are taking tacrolimus.  
 
Vaccines:   
• It is not known what effect tacrolimus has on the effectiveness 

of vaccinations or on the risk of getting an illness from 
vaccination with a live vacine.  The use of live vaccines should 
be avoided (ie. mumps, measles, rubella, polio, zostafax, 
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chicken pox).  Discuss this with your doctor before you get any 
vaccinations or immunizations. 

• You should also avoid close contact with recently live 
vaccinated individuals. 

 

• Flu & pneunovax vaccines are recommended.  
 
Cyclosporine:  
• If you have been taking cyclosporine, stop it 24 hours before 

starting tacrolimus. 
 
Prescriptions: 
• Never allow medication to run out between refills.  Plan to order 

refills one week ahead of time.  Make sure you have enough 
medication when going on vacation. 

 
Keep cyclosporine out of reach of children: 
• A child who accidentally takes this drug may be seriously 

harmed.  Poison Control Centre phone number is (604) 682-
5050, toll free 1-800-567-8911. 

 
Diet: 
• Because your immune system will be lowered by the 

medication, avoid eating raw or unpasteurized dairy products, 
cheeses with mold, and raw or undercooked meat, eggs or fish. 

• Avoid eating or drinking the juices of grapefruit, pomelo, 
tangellos, seville oranges, noni, lime or pomegranate. 

 
What if I get 
sick? 
 
 
 

Inform your health care providers if you have an infection.  
• The body maintains it’s ability to fight infections while on 

tacrolimus.   People with minor infections, such as a cold, can 
continue to take the medication. 

• If you require an antibiotic, make sure it is one that can be 
taken with tacrolimus. 

• People with serious infections, such as pneumonia and shingles, 
are advised to stop tacrolimus until the infection has cleared.   

• If you are unable to drink 6 – 8 glasses of water per day, you 
should not take tacrolimus.  

• If you have ever been told you have low platelets (problems 
with blood clotting) 

 
 

 6 



What if I need 
surgery? 
 

• Tacrolimus should normally be stopped one day before surgery 
and restarted once fluid intake is good.  The surgeon may decide 
on when to start and stop tacrolimus, depending on your 
individual situation. 

• Tacrolimus may be held the week of surgery by the surgeon. 
• Develop a plan with your doctor about yor medications & 

dietary/herbal supplements when having any upcoming surgery, 
dental work or other procedures. 

 
How do I store 
it? 
 
 

• Keep the tablets in their original container. 
• Store capsules at room temperature 15-30ºC (59-86ºF), away 

from heat, moisture and direct light. 
 

How often will I 
see my doctor? 
 
 
 
 

1. See your rheumatologist every 3 to 6 months after starting 
tacrolimus. These visits allow you & your doctor to decide how 
well the medication is working to help your condition, and if 
any changes are needed. 

 
2. Keep a diary,  and a medication list in your wallet.                             

Record all medications, vitamin/mineral & herbal supplements 
you are taking & any allergies you may have.  Record when you 
take your medicine, any side effects & any reasons for changes 
or  stopping of medicine.  Bring these with you to all 
appointments with your health care providers. 

 
What if I take a 
trip? 
 

• Always take extra medicine & a prescription in a purse or bag 
you are carrying.  Bring a travel letter from you doctor or clinic. 

 
 
Disclaimer 
 
 

 
This handout is to help you make an informed choice in your medical care.  
Specific questions about medications should be discussed with your doctor, 
nurse or pharmacist. 

 
Last revised January 2016:  Renee Penway RN, Jane Prince RN, BScN,  Dr. Iman Hemmati, 
Mary Pack Arthritis Program, VCHA 
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