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Waldenström’s macroglobulinemia (secondary infections)

Overwiew

Waldenström’s macroglobulinemia (WM) is a rare type of non-Hodgkin lymphoma, a blood cancer that
affects white blood cells. It leads to the overproduction of a protein called macroglobulin, which can cause
thickening of the blood. This can lead to a variety of symptoms such as fatigue, weakness, and problems with
circulation. A significant concern for people with WM is the risk of secondary infections due to a weakened
immune system. These infections can further complicate the disease and impact overall health.

What is it

Waldenström’s macroglobulinemia is a rare blood cancer that affects white blood cells, leading to the
production of abnormal proteins and a weakened immune system, making patients more susceptible to
infections.

Causes:

The exact cause of Waldenström's macroglobulinemia is unknown, but several factors may contribute to its
development:

Genetic Predisposition: - Individuals with a family history of blood cancers, including WM, are at
higher risk.

Age: - WM typically affects older adults, with most cases diagnosed in people over the age of 60.

Immune System Defects: - The cancerous cells interfere with the immune system, reducing the body's
ability to fight infections.

Environmental Factors: - Exposure to certain chemicals or radiation may increase the risk of
developing WM.

Risk Factors:

Certain groups are more likely to develop Waldenström's macroglobulinemia and experience secondary
infections:

Older Adults: - WM is most common in people aged 60 and older.

Men: - Men are more frequently diagnosed with WM than women.

Individuals with a Family History of Blood Cancers: - Having close relatives with blood cancers,
including WM, increases risk.

Those with Weakened Immune Systems: - As WM progresses, the immune system becomes weaker,
making patients more prone to infections.

How does it manifest

Main Symptoms:



The symptoms of Waldenström's macroglobulinemia can vary but often develop slowly. The most common
signs include:

Fatigue and Weakness: - Due to anemia and thickening of the blood, patients often feel tired and
weak.

Unexplained Weight Loss: - Unintended weight loss may occur as the disease progresses.

Enlarged Lymph Nodes or Spleen: - Some people may notice swelling in their lymph nodes or
discomfort in the abdomen due to an enlarged spleen.

Numbness or Tingling in the Extremities: - This can occur due to nerve damage caused by the
buildup of abnormal proteins.

Vision Problems: - Blurred vision or double vision can result from thickened blood impairing
circulation to the eyes.

Frequent Infections: - As the immune system becomes compromised, infections such as respiratory
or skin infections become more common.

Important Signals:

Some symptoms indicate the need for immediate medical attention, as they could signal more serious
complications:

Severe Shortness of Breath: - If blood thickening severely affects oxygen circulation, difficulty
breathing may occur and requires urgent care.

Severe Infections or Fever: - A high fever, persistent cough, or other signs of infection that do not
improve should be addressed immediately.

Uncontrolled Bleeding or Bruising: - The abnormal proteins can interfere with clotting, leading to
increased bruising or difficulty stopping bleeding.

Diagnosis and Treatment

Diagnosis Process:

Diagnosis typically involves a combination of tests to confirm the presence of abnormal proteins and assess
the overall impact on the immune system:

Blood Tests: - Blood tests are used to detect high levels of macroglobulin (IgM protein) and assess red
and white blood cell counts, as well as clotting factors.

Bone Marrow Biopsy: - A sample of bone marrow may be taken to examine for abnormal
lymphoplasmacytic cells, which are characteristic of WM.

Imaging Tests: - Imaging such as CT scans or MRIs may be used to check for enlarged lymph nodes,
spleen, or other organs.

Electrophoresis: - This test helps to identify abnormal proteins in the blood and urine, aiding in
diagnosis.

Treatment Options:

Treatment depends on the severity of symptoms and may involve a combination of therapies:

Chemotherapy: - Chemotherapy is often used to kill cancerous cells and slow the production of
abnormal proteins.

Targeted Therapy: - Medications that target specific proteins or pathways involved in the disease
may be used to control WM more precisely.



Plasmapheresis: - This procedure removes excess macroglobulin from the blood, reducing blood
thickness and alleviating symptoms like vision problems and fatigue.

Immune Support: - Since WM weakens the immune system, treatments may include immunoglobulin
replacement therapy to boost the body's ability to fight infections.

Immediate Actions:

If you are diagnosed with WM or suspect an infection, take the following steps:

Consult Your Doctor Regularly - Keep up with scheduled check-ups and report any new or
worsening symptoms immediately.

Follow Treatment Plans - Adhere to prescribed medications and therapies to manage both WM and
any secondary infections.

Stay Alert to Infections - Watch for signs of infection such as fever, cough, or skin redness, and seek
medical attention if symptoms arise.

Prevention

Risk Reduction Strategies:

While preventing Waldenström's macroglobulinemia itself may not be possible, reducing the risk of
secondary infections is critical for managing the condition. The following strategies can help:

Practice Good Hygiene: - Wash your hands frequently, especially before eating or touching your face,
and after being in public places to minimize exposure to bacteria and viruses.

Get Vaccinated: - Vaccinations like the flu shot, pneumonia vaccine, and shingles vaccine can reduce
the risk of serious infections.

Maintain a Healthy Diet and Lifestyle: - Eating a balanced diet rich in fruits, vegetables, and whole
grains can help strengthen your immune system. Regular exercise can also boost immunity and overall
health.

Avoid Crowded Areas During Flu Season: - Limiting exposure to large groups, especially during
cold and flu season, reduces the chance of catching airborne infections.

Monitor Your Health: - Regular check-ups and early detection of infections are crucial. Report any
symptoms of infection to your healthcare provider immediately to start treatment early.

Prevention Possibilities:

Though WM itself cannot be prevented, managing the disease effectively can help reduce complications:

Follow Medical Advice: - Adhering to your treatment plan, including therapies that target WM, can
reduce the likelihood of secondary infections.

Keep Up with Routine Monitoring: - Regular blood tests and imaging can help catch any changes in
your health early, allowing for prompt intervention.

FAQs

What is the difference between multiple myeloma and Waldenström's macroglobulinemia?:
Multiple myeloma and Waldenström's macroglobulinemia are both types of blood cancers, but they
differ in the type of abnormal cells they involve. Multiple myeloma affects plasma cells, a type of
white blood cell that produces antibodies, leading to the overproduction of abnormal proteins called M



proteins. Waldenström's macroglobulinemia, on the other hand, is a type of non-Hodgkin lymphoma
and involves the overproduction of a specific type of antibody called IgM by abnormal B lymphocytes.
The symptoms and clinical presentations can also differ, with Waldenström's often leading to
hyperviscosity (thickening of the blood), while multiple myeloma is more commonly associated with
bone pain and kidney problems.

What is the life expectancy of Waldenstrom's?:
The life expectancy for people with Waldenström's macroglobulinemia varies depending on factors
such as the stage of the disease, the patient’s age, and overall health. On average, patients may live 5 to
10 years after diagnosis, though some live longer with proper treatment and management. Advances in
therapies have improved survival rates in recent years.

What are the diagnostic criteria for Waldenstrom's disease?:
The diagnostic criteria for Waldenström's macroglobulinemia include the presence of a monoclonal
IgM protein in the blood, evidence of lymphoplasmacytic cells (a mix of lymphocytes and plasma
cells) in the bone marrow, and related symptoms such as anemia, enlarged lymph nodes, or
hyperviscosity. A bone marrow biopsy is often used to confirm the presence of abnormal B cells, along
with blood tests that detect the IgM protein.

What happens if you don't treat Waldenström macroglobulinemia?:
If Waldenström's macroglobulinemia is left untreated, the disease can progress and lead to serious
complications. These may include hyperviscosity syndrome (where the blood becomes too thick),
which can cause vision problems, confusion, and stroke-like symptoms. Other complications can
include anemia, bleeding, organ damage, and an increased risk of infections due to weakened immune
function. Timely treatment is crucial to managing symptoms and slowing disease progression.

Additional Information

Where to Find More Information: For further details on Waldenström’s macroglobulinemia (WM), managing
secondary infections, and treatment options, the following trusted resources offer helpful information:
Leukemia & Lymphoma Society (LLS): LLS provides in-depth information on WM, including treatment
guidelines and patient support. Visit www.lls.org. National Cancer Institute (NCI): The NCI offers valuable
resources on WM, blood cancers, and clinical trials. Visit www.cancer.gov. International Waldenström’s
Macroglobulinemia Foundation (IWMF): IWMF supports patients with WM, offering educational materials
and support networks. Visit www.iwmf.com. American Cancer Society (ACS): The ACS provides general
information on cancer types, including WM, along with tips for managing symptoms and complications.
Visit www.cancer.org. Support and Resources: Living with WM can be challenging, but several resources are
available to help: Online Support Communities: Websites like PatientsLikeMe and HealthUnlocked offer
platforms for individuals with WM to connect, share experiences, and receive support from others going
through similar journeys. Local Cancer Support Groups: Many communities have local support groups or
centers dedicated to helping cancer patients and their families cope with the emotional and practical
challenges of managing WM and related conditions. By accessing these resources, individuals can stay
informed and supported throughout their treatment journey.

Conclusion

Waldenström’s macroglobulinemia (WM) is a rare and complex type of blood cancer that can significantly
weaken the immune system, making patients more vulnerable to secondary infections. Managing WM
involves regular monitoring, targeted treatments, and a proactive approach to preventing infections. By
recognizing the symptoms of both WM and potential infections, patients can seek timely treatment,
improving their quality of life and long-term outcomes. Adopting preventive strategies, such as maintaining
good hygiene, staying up to date on vaccinations, and following medical advice, plays a crucial role in



reducing complications. Staying informed and connected to healthcare providers and support networks is
essential for managing WM and living well with this condition.
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Disclaimer

Disclaimer: The information on this site is provided for informational purposes only and is not medical
advice. It does not replace professional medical consultation, diagnosis, or treatment. Do not self-medicate
based on the information presented on this site. Always consult with a doctor or other qualified healthcare
professional before making any decisions about your health.
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