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What is vasculitis?

Vasculitis means inflammation of the blood vessels. Vasculitis can 
affect any of the body's blood vessels causing different symptoms and 
problems.

The main symptom of vasculitis is inflammation and this can be painful. 
With many types of the condition the inflammation is inside the body 
and so can't be seen.

The inflammation causes the blood vessels to swell. The swelling 
reduces or blocks the flow of blood to parts of the body. This causes 
damage, for example to major organs like the heart or kidneys and body 
tissue such as the skin.

The amount of damage caused by vasculitis depends on which part of 
the body is affected. The larger the affected blood vessels, the more 
damage there may be.

Vasculitis can happen:

• suddenly, in someone who has been previously well.
• on its own - this is called primary vasculitis.
• with other conditions such as rheumatoid arthritis or lupus - this is 

called secondary vasculitis.

What causes vasculitis?

There are different causes of vasculitis, such as an infection or 
medication. In many cases the cause is never known.

It is thought that most types of vasculitis are an auto-immune disease. 
This means that your body's immune system that fights infection starts 
to attack healthy parts of your body, causing inflammation. Treatment 
aims to dampen your body's immune system, reduce the inflammation 
and limit damage to the blood vessels and major organs.
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Is vasculitis serious?

In some cases vasculitis can be a mild illness and in others it can be very 
serious and cause problems with the heart or kidneys for example. In a 
few cases it can be fatal.

The illness can develop slowly over months or quickly over days or 
weeks.

Damage to the kidneys can be permanent and some people need long 
term treatment on a kidney machine (dialysis).
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How do I know that I have vasculitis?

The common signs and symptoms of vasculitis are:

Other signs and symptoms depend on the part of the body affected:

• Fever • Tiredness
• Loss of appetite • General aches and pains
• Weight loss

Part of the body 
affected

Symptoms

The kidney Passing brown coloured urine (like tea) caused 
by blood leaking into the urine.

The joints Joint pain or swelling

The lungs Short of breath
Heavy cough
Coughing up blood

The brain Headaches
Confusion
Symptoms similar to a stroke

The skin Red or purple spots
Itching
Rash

The nose Runny nose that gets worse
Nose bleeds
Pain in the nose
Trouble breathing through the nose

The nerves Tingling or burning sensation
Weakness in the arms or legs

The gut

 

Stomach pain
Blood in the stools (poo)
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How will my doctor know I have vasculitis?

Your doctor will know you have vasculitis by:

• A blood test that will show you have abnormal levels of certain 
blood cells and antibodies.

• Blood and urine tests to see if your kidneys are affected.
• Chest x-ray or CT scan to check for lung problems.
• A small tissue sample, called a biopsy, may be taken from an 

affected area.
• An abdominal ultrasound scan.
• Other scans, for example MRI.

You may be seen by a specialist for a specific area of the body, for 
example an Ear, Nose and Throat (ENT) surgeon.

How will my vasculitis be treated?

Your treatment depends on:

• The type of vasculitis
• The severity of the disease
• What parts of the body are affected

The aim of the treatment is to:

• Reduce or stop your body’s immune response that caused the 
swelling and inflammation.

• Protect your body from further damage.

The eyes Red painful eyes
Blurry vision

The ears Hearing problems
Hearing loss
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Your treatment will include:

• Steroids: A type of drug that can be given either straight into a 
vein or as a tablet. They help reduce swelling and stop your body’s 
immune response that caused the swelling and inflammation.

• Immunosuppressive drugs: These drugs reduce or stop your body’s 
immune system from attacking the blood vessels.

Taking drugs that dampen your immune system can make you 
vulnerable to all types of infection. You may be given antibiotics to 
reduce the risk of you developing some types of infection.

Patients with severe kidney failure may need plasma exchange and 
dialysis treatment.

• Plasma exchange: This is a treatment that removes the antibodies 
from the blood that are causing the vasculitis. It is usually needed 
by people with bleeding into the lungs or kidney failure.

• Dialysis: A treatment that removes waste products and excess fluid 
that builds up in the body as the kidneys aren’t working.

How long will I have vasculitis?

• Vasculitis can be a short-term illness that is cured by treatment.
• It can also be a long-term disease that never completely goes 

away.

People with long-term vasculitis can live long and healthy lives. There 
may be long periods when the disease has few or no symptoms but 
other times when the disease could flare up again. It is very important 
to attend any check up appointments you are given, even if you feel 
well.
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How can I stay healthy with vasculitis?

• Remember to take your medication as prescribed.
• Eat a healthy diet. Ask to see a dietitian if you need help with this.
• Stop smoking. Ask how you can access stop smoking services that 

can help you quit.
• Let us know as soon as possible if you have any problems caused 

by your treatment.
• Let us know if you develop any signs of infection (the phone 

numbers are at the end of this leaflet).
• Avoid contact with children with chicken pox or people who have 

shingles.
• Exercise as much as you feel you can manage. This is important as 

you may have lost muscle strength during your illness.
• Make sure you come to all your clinic appointments so your 

condition can be monitored.

Living with a long term condition can be stressful and make you feel 
anxious and depressed. Talking about how you feel with your 
healthcare team or a counsellor can help.

Joining a patient support group may help you adjust to living with 
vasculitis. You can see how other people who have the same illness are 
managing.

Support from family and friends can also help relieve stress and anxiety. 
Let your loved ones know how you feel and what they can do to help.

If you want more information about vasculitis see:

The Vasculitis Foundation was created to help relieve the isolation that 
vasculitis patients and their families experience. They provide support, 
awareness and research for all types of vasculitis.

• www.vasculitis.org.uk
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Contact:

Renal Assessment Unit

• 0114 271 5320
Monday - Thursday: 8.30am – 4.00pm
Friday: 8.30 - 3.30pm

 

 

 

Alternative formats can be provided on request. Please call 
the department on your appointment letter or email: 
sth.alternativeformats@nhs.net 
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