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Azathioprine, 6-mercaptopurine and tioguanine for IBD 

Your doctor would like to start you on a medicine for your Crohn's Disease or Ulcerative Colitis (Inflammatory 

Bowel Disease - IBD). This medicine belongs to a family of drugs called thiopurines and is called azathioprine 

(az-ah-thy-oh-preen), 6-mercaptopurine (six mer-kap-toe-pure-een) or tioguanine (tye-oh-gwa-neen). 

Why am I receiving a thiopurine? 

Thiopurines are used to help people come off steroids when their symptoms have come under control. 

They’re used to reduce the inflammation in the bowel, which helps reduce the risk of flare-ups. Some people 

have side effects that they can’t tolerate with azathioprine so may be prescribed 6-mercaptopurine or 

tioguanine instead. 

How does it work? 

Thiopurines act on your immune system to reduce inflammation in your bowel. Your immune system fights 

infection but sometimes it can attack your body's own tissues and cause chronic inflammation, such as in IBD. 

Thiopurines help to reduce this over-active immune response and control inflammation. 

How long does it take to work? 

Thiopurines can take three to six months to reach their full effect. It’s important to keep taking it as 

prescribed and to tell your doctor if you stop for any reason. You might need to take another medicine such 

as steroids while waiting for the thiopurine to start working. 

How long do I need to be on this for? 

If you respond, you’ll probably need to take it for at least two years. If you’ve been well for several years, you 

may be able to come off it after talking with your specialist. 

What checks do I need before starting thiopurines? 

Your doctor will check your body's ability to handle thiopurines with a special blood test called TPMT 

(thiopurine methyltransferase). You should also be checked for certain infections before starting, as 

thiopurines can make them return. These include chicken pox (varicella), shingles (zoster), glandular fever 

(Epstein Barr virus or EBV), hepatitis B and C, HIV and tuberculosis (TB). Your doctor may recommend you 

have some vaccinations if your tests show you need them. 

How do I take it? 

You take it as tablets once a day with food. It’s common to feel sick when you first start it but taking the 

tablets with food can reduce this feeling. It normally stops after a few weeks. 

What if I forget to take a dose? 

If you remember more than 12 hours later, skip the dose and take your next dose at the usual time. 

Otherwise, take it as soon as you remember. Don’t take two doses at the same time. 

What checks do I need while taking thiopurines? 

You’ll need regular blood tests to check for side effects. A typical schedule is:  

First 4 weeks: once a week Next 3 months: once a month From then on: every three months 

You doctor may also ask you to have a blood test to check that you’re on the right dose of medication. 
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Side effects Recommended action 

• Flu-like illness (fever, aches, pains) 10 to 14 days after starting. 

• Reduced number of important blood cells. This can affect your body’s 

ability to fight infections and your blood’s ability to clot. Symptoms 

include infections (fever, chills, sore throat or generally feeling 

unwell) or new or unexplained bruising or bleeding. 

• Symptoms of liver problems including yellow skin or eyes, itching, 

dark urine, pale bowel motions, stomach pain. 

Stop taking and tell your doctor immediately. 

• Feeling sick. Common when you first start but should 

improve in a few weeks. Take with food. 

Taking as two smaller doses twice a day may 

help. 

• More sensitive to sunlight (rash or sunburn) and may increase your 

chance of getting skin cancer. 

Use thick layer of broad-spectrum sunscreen 

(at least SPF30) and cover up when outside. 

Don’t use sunbeds. You should also have a 

whole-body skin check annually. 

When taking azathioprine or 6-mercaptopurine: 

• Symptoms of pancreas problems including severe stomach pain. 

• Skin rash. 

Stop taking and tell your doctor immediately. 

When taking tioguanine: 

• Pain, sores, or redness in mouth or on lips. 
Tell your doctor. 

Long-term use has been associated very rarely with a type of blood cancer (lymphoma). The risk of this is 

very low. Talk with your doctor about this risk compared to what thiopurines can do to treat your IBD. 

Cervical smears for women 

Long term use of thiopurines may increase your risk of cervical cancer. If you’re sexually active, enrol in the 

cervical screening programme and have a smear test every year while taking it. 

Pregnancy and breastfeeding 

It’s possible to have a healthy pregnancy while taking thiopurines. If you’re thinking of starting a family, 

discuss this with your specialist. You should continue your treatment during your pregnancy as untreated 

IBD flare-ups have a greater risk to your pregnancy. You can breastfeed while taking this medicine. 

Vaccines 

The annual flu vaccine is safe to have, and you should get it. But it may be unsafe to have live vaccines 

while taking thiopurines. Check with your health professional before having any vaccines. Live vaccines 

available in New Zealand include MMR (measles, mumps and rubella), BCG (vaccine for tuberculosis), 

Varicella zoster, Rotavirus and Yellow Fever. 

Alcohol 

You can drink alcohol in moderation while taking thiopurines, but it may increase your risk of side effects, 

particularly feeling sick. 

If you have any further questions, please talk to your doctor, nurse or pharmacist. 
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