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What to expect from your treatment

You have been told by your doctor that you need 

electrochemotherapy to treat the cancer that has either spread 

from your original cancer and /or is suitable for this treatment. 

This leaflet is designed to answer your questions about the 

treatment so that you are fully aware of what to expect.

What is Electrochemotherapy?

Electrochemotherapy is a treatment combining a low dose 

of a chemotherapy drug (Bleomycin) and an electrical pulse 

(electroporation) applied directly to the cancer cells using an 

electrode. This low level dose of chemotherapy drug is not 

normally effective against the cancer, as it is difficult to get 

inside the cells. When the electric pulse is applied, the cells 

form pores allowing the drug to enter and be active against the 

cancer.

What happens to the normal cells?

As the chemotherapy drug is most active against the cancer 

cells, the normal tissue is unaffected. 
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What type of cancer can be treated?

Electrochemotherapy is used to treat cancers that have spread 

to the skin or just below the skin’s surface (metastasised) from 

the following types of cancer:  

 n All skin cancer (melanoma & non-melanoma)

 n Breast cancer recurrence

 n Head and neck cancer, including oral cancer

Electrochemotherapy has the advantage of preserving healthy 

tissue when compared to other treatment options. It can also 

be used to shrink large cancers making them easier to remove 

surgically. 

What happens during the treatment?

The chemotherapy drug is usually given into a vein and after a 

short time a probe is inserted into the cancer, which releases a 

small electrical current. This electrical current opens up pores in 

the cells allowing the drug to enter and destroy the cancer cells.

Will I be asleep?

Yes.  This procedure is performed under general anaesthetic.



What can I expect afterwards?

The treated area will be covered with a dressing which will be 

changed frequently. A nurse may be involved if required. Lesions 

will turn black and scab over and may look worse before you 

notice any improvement.  This is totally normal and part of the 

healing process.

You may experience a feeling of warmth and some discomfort 

around the treatment site approximately 2 weeks afterwards. 

You should take pain relief if required. A change in skin 

pigmentation, either darker or lighter, is expected once the 

lesion has healed. 

You will be provided with the contact number of our Skin 

Cancer Specialist Nurse, whom you should contact if you have 

any concerns.

How long will I stay in Hospital?

The procedure can be carried out as a day case, going home 

the same day, but hospital stay will vary from patient to patient 

depending on your general health.
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Will I need pain relief?

Most people tolerate the therapy well with minimal post 

treatment pain but pain levels do vary from patient to patient. 

You will be prescribed a type of pain killer called Gabapentin, 

which you will start taking two weeks before your procedure to 

minimise any discomfort.  Simple pain killers can also be taken 

post procedure with the Gabapentin.

Are there any side-effects?

Some patients may experience mild nausea or vomiting 

following the treatment but anti-sickness medication can be 

prescribed to relieve this. Rarely, the wound site may become 

infected. Signs to look out for around the wound site include: 

increased redness and pain, discharge or fluid leakage. You may 

also experience a high temperature.

If you are concerned about these symptoms you should 

contact your GP or hospital medical team. Serious side-effects 

are extremely rare but, as with all medical interventions, 

can happen. In very few cases patients may have an allergic 

reaction to the chemotherapy drug or may experience shortness 

of breath. This is why it is important to have any relevant 

investigations before the day of treatment. 



Will I need more than one treatment?

Electrochemotherapy can be repeated as necessary after a 

minimum of 4 weeks to improve the response to the treatment 

or to control any new cancer nodules that appear.
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If you or the individual you are caring for need support reading 
this leaflet please ask a member of staff for advice.

How to contact us:

Lynda Knowles
Skin Cancer Specialist Nurse
Ext: 40507
Bleep:

Joanne Watson
Skin Cancer Specialist Nurse
Ext: 47455
Bleep:

Helen Breeze
Skin Cancer Specialist Nurse
Ext: 47454
Bleep:

Your Consultant:
Mr Antonio Orlando
Consultant Plastic Surgeon

Further Information:
www.cancerresearchuk.org

www.nbt.nhs.uk
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