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Questions / Takeaway Points for Today
How are vasculitis treatment and the immune system linked ?
What strategies can you and your Doctor use to
address the effects of vasculitis medications on the immune system ?

Why is the title of this talk The Good, the Bad, and the Encouraging ?

Let’s start by discussing the immune system

What does the immune system do ?

A. It circulates our blood
No – there is immune circulation of “lymph” but this is not blood

B. It tells our body what is “us” and what is “not us”
Yes – the immune system recognizes what is “not us”

C. It digests our food
No – although the immune system is active in the GI tract

D. It helps us think and move
No – although the neurologic and immune system have links

The job of our immune system is to protect our tissues and
organs by recognizing elements foreign to the body
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What makes up our immune system ?

A. Cells
Yes – T / B / NK cells, macrophages, neutrophils, dendritic cells

B. Proteins
Yes – antibodies, complement, cytokines, interleukins

C. Organs
Yes – spleen, thymus, lymph node, bone marrow, others

D. All of the above
Yes – the immune system is complex and has many parts

Elements of the Immune System are Present Throughout
the Body But Are Concentrated in Certain Organs
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How Does the Immune System Protect Us ?
Example – An Infected Cut
Bacteria

Neutrophil is drawn to
the site of inflammation

Inflammation occurs

Inflammation and
Infection resolve

The neutrophil engulfs
and destroys the bacteria

Neutrophil moves on

Inflammation is regulated by the immune system
In the right setting inflammation can be very beneficial
So what happens when inflammation occurs in the wrong setting ?
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Autoimmunity:
Organ / tissue injury from our own immune system

Autoimmune disease:
Disease process in which the immune system causes inflammation
within the bodies own tissues and organs causing injury

There over 100 recognized autoimmune diseases
These are unique and are generally treated differently
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Vasculitis is considered to be an autoimmune disease

Vasculitis = Inflammation of the Blood Vessel
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Prednisone, Cytoxan, Methotrexate, and Rituximab
are medications used to treat vasculitis.

What do they call have in common ?
A. They are all relatives of natural body hormones
No – but prednisone is a relative of the hormone cortisol

B. They were all discovered in Minnesota
No – but prednisone (cortisone) was discovered at the Mayo Clinic

C. They all impact the immune system
Yes – they all impact the immune system

D. They are all considered “biologic medications”
No - but - more about these in a minute !

Vasculitis Treatment and Your Immune System:
The Good
Good……
the Bad and the Encouraging
There are effective medications for vasculitis
These work through mechanisms that impact the immune system
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Vasculitis Treatment and Your Immune System:
The Bad……
Vasculitis treatments act by suppressing the immune system
and halting inflammation in blood vessels and tissues
Based on these actions these medications are called
immunosuppressive medications
The person who receives these is considered to have a
suppressed immune system (“immunosuppressed”)

So why is this a concern ?
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Suppressing the immune system is helpful to treat vasculitis
But - it also impacts other good parts of the immune system

Why does it have that effect ?

Conventional Immunosuppressive Medications
(Prednisone, Cytoxan, Methotrexate, Imuran, Cellcept)
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Vasculitis Treatment and Your Immune System:
The Encouraging……
There are newer treatments that affect the

immune system more specifically
There are strategies we can use to lessen the risks
of having a suppressed immune system

Late 1990’s
Development of Biologic Agents

A biologic agent is a product that is produced from
living organisms or contain components of living organisms
Produced in cells or contain proteins from humans or animals

How Do These Treatments Work ?

Targeting Specific Elements of The Immune System
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Specific targeting allows other
protective elements to remain in place

Biologic agents are being used and are being studied in vasculitis
Biologic agents that are FDA approved for a form of vasculitis
• 2011 - Rituximab (Rituxan) in GPA and MPA
• 2017 - Tocilizumab (Actemra) in GCA
• 2017- Mepolizumab (Nucala) in EGPA

Biologic agents being studied in vasculitis
•
•
•
•

Abatacept (Orencia) in GPA and GCA
Belimumab (Benlysta) in GPA and MPA
Secukinumab (Cosentyx) in GCA
Apremilast (Otezla) in Behçet’s disease

•
•
•
•

Avacopan in GPA and MPA
IFX-1 in GPA and MPA
Ustekinumab (Stelara) in GCA
Upadicitinib in GCA

Biologic agents are valuable options in certain forms of vasculitis
Does this mean that you should be receiving a biologic medication ?
• No – not necessarily
• Biologic medications are not used for every form of vasculitis
• There are still many settings where conventional immunosuppressive
medications are used and remain the best choice for treatment

Are biologic medications “safer” than conventional medications ?
•
•
•
•

We hope so - but - not necessarily
Every medication carries side effects
Biologics are more specific but still impact the immune system
The overall balance of risk and benefit must be weighed individually

Your Doctor will work with you in deciding if a biologic medication
should be considered based on the type of vasculitis you have,
how severe it is, and what the studies on it have shown

Vasculitis Treatment and Your Immune System:
The Encouraging……

There are strategies we can use to lessen the risks
of having a suppressed immune system

What Can Be Done About A Suppressed Immune System ?

Can we “boost” our immune system and is it safe ?

Unclear

However – there are things we can do:
• Use strategies to lessen exposure to infections
• Employ techniques that can prevent certain infections
• Report symptoms of infection promptly to your Doctor
• Keep on top of recommended monitoring

Fact of Human Life - We Touch Things All the Time !
This cannot (and should not) be avoided

What Can
We Do ?

Hand Hygiene !

Get in the habit
Wash your hands frequently

Keep hand sanitizer close by
Carry a pocket sized hand sanitizer
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Preventive Strategies – Monitoring Labs
Blood count monitoring
• Neutrophils (a white blood cell)
are critical to fighting off infection
• When the neutrophil level is too low
people are at risk of serious infections
• Most vasculitis medications
(except prednisone) can lower the neutrophil count
• Monitoring of the blood counts can detect low levels

What about immunoglobulins (IgG, IgM, IgA) ?
• Immunoglobulins are “protective proteins” and can be decreased by
certain medications (rituximab but also others)
• These are checked and monitored in select instances

Talk to your Doctor about what lab monitoring you should have

Preventive Strategies - Infection
Should antibiotics be routinely given to prevent infection ?

Yes – but only in specific instances
• Exposure to certain proven infections
– Influenza A or B

• Prevention of Pneumocystis pneumonia
– Potentially serious lung infection
– Infection only occurs when the immune system is very suppressed

– Preventive treatment is often given to people being treated for vasculitis
– Options: Bactrim, dapsone, atovaquone (mepron), pentamidine

Preventive Strategies – Vaccinations
Vaccinations (also called immunizations):
Stimulate a protective response against a specific infection
Are they safe ?
• Yes - vaccines carry rare risks – but….
• The risks of the disease they prevent are greater than the vaccines risks

Will they work if I am on immune suppressive medications ?
• Some immunosuppressive medications (particularly rituximab) may
impact the ability to make a protective response
• However – they should still be given

Can I take any vaccine if I am on vasculitis medications ?
• No - there are different types of vaccines
- Live vaccine - contain the actual virus – should be avoided
- Non-live vaccine - have no infectious potential – can be given

Preventive Strategies – Vaccinations
Non-live vaccines are important and beneficial
•
•
•
•
•

Annual flu (influenza A) vaccine
Pneumococcal pneumonia vaccine – Pneumovax, Prevnar 13
School/College age - HPV and meningitis vaccines
Hepatitis B
Tetanus (often combined with diphtheria and whooping cough)

Live vaccines need to be avoided in immunosuppressed people
• MMR (measles, mumps, rubella)
• Yellow fever

What about the two shingles vaccines ?
• Zostavax - live vaccine
• Shingrix - newer - is not a live vaccine

Always check with your vasculitis Doctor before receiving a vaccine

Preventive Strategies - Infection
If others have an infection:
• Where possible – have ill loved ones hold off visiting
• Let your Doctor know about exposure to named infections

If you think you have an infection:
• Let your Doctor know about infection symptoms you are having
• Try to avoid a “lets wait and see” approach
• Things you might have not thought about before – report !
Fever
Red angry cut
Worsening cough

Abdominal pain
Burning on urination
Really bad headache

+ Others

Speak to your Doctor about infection prevention as well as
symptoms to watch out for and what you should do if these occur

Preventive Strategies – Cancer Screening
There are many preventable or early-detectable cancers
•
•
•
•

Colon cancer screening
Mammography
Gynecologic health
Prostate health

Skin cancer - be sun-aware and sun-smart !
• Some medications can:
- Increase the risk of sunburn
- Increase the risk of skin cancer
• Use sunscreen (or foundation/face cream with SPF)
• Wear hats
• Have a once-a-year skin check by dermatology

Don’t Neglect Your “Every Person” Health Care Screening

Vasculitis Treatment and Your Immune System:
The Good the Bad and the Encouraging
The immune system and inflammation play a major role in vasculitis
But they are also important contributors in protecting our health
The Good…Vasculitis is treatable through actions on the immune system
The Bad…Suppressing the immune system can have a negative impact
The Encouraging…There are strategies that can lessen those risks

Talk to your Doctor about how your medications impact your risk
for events related to suppression of your immune system

Discuss strategies to lessen those risks

Questions ?

