Understanding Your High
Red Blood Cell Count

Seeing a high hemoglobin or hematocriton a
blood test can be worrying. Most mild
elevations are not dangerous and do not
mean you have cancer.




What Do These Numbers
Actually Mean?

Imagine your red blood cells as a fleet of delivery
drivers, carrying oxygen to every part of your
body. Your blood test measures how large and
busy this fleet is.

Hemoglobin (Hgb): The amount of
oxygen-carrying protein inside each truck.

Hematocrit (Hct): The percentage of your
blood’s traffic made up of these delivery trucks.

These two measurements are the most

important indicators of your red cell mass. A
high number simply means your body has a
larger-than-usual delivery fleet on the road.




Why We Focus on Hemoglobin and Hematocrit

While your report might show a Red Blood Cell (RBC) count, hemoglobin
and hematocrit are what truly matter for diagnosing polycythemia. They
give a more accurate picture of your body’s oxygen-carrying capacity.

The total number of “trucks” (RBC count) can be
high even when the fleet isn’t actually bigger or
carrying more cargo. This can happen in
RBC (1) common conditions like iron deficiency or
| thalassemia trait, and it does not mean you have
polycythemia.
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Finding the ‘Why':
A Step-by-Step Approach

An elevated hemoglobin or hematocrit
is a finding, not a diagnosis. Your doctor’s

job is to figure out what signal is
prompting your body to make more red cells.

We can think of this process like a funnel,
starting with the most common
explanations.
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Could It Be Your Fluid Levels?

(Relative Polycythemia) Relative
Normal Polycythemia
Sometimes, your hemoglobin and hematocrit appear
high simply because the fluid part of your blood 6 — —) 6 — =y
(plasma) is low. Your body hasn’t made more red bk
blood cells; they’re just more concentrated. = 100m! - — 100ml
& e . 80ml
Key Characteristics _— i Efads'":::d
. :nur tc;tal red chl ma‘sslis normal. 60 e
e Your plasma volume is low. 1L s
4sml | 7 :“.T‘.%: 45ml
Common Triggers X GQQQ:%
e Dehydration ;%3:%%09
e Use of diuretics (‘water pills’) @@ogou__:g)/
* Heavy sweating, vomiting, or acute stress
Red Blood Cells Red Blood Cells
(45% Hematocrit) (Over 50% Hematocrit

due to Concentration)



Is Your Body Calling for More Oxygen?

When your body senses it isn’t getting enough oxygen, it sends a signal to your bone marrow to
produce more ‘delivery drivers’ (red blood cells) to compensate. This is a normal physiological response.

Sleep Apnea: Smoking/Vaping: Carbon
Frequent pauses in

monoxide from smoke
breathing during sleep.

[ ' / | reduces oxygen delivery.
Living at High Altitude: |;.’f _.-fs Chronic Lung Disease:

The air has less oxygen. T._Q I Conditions like COPD.

qm \ Obesity-Related Hypoventilation:
| | 7. | Difficulty breathing deeply,
b 4 /" especially at night.
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Could a Medication or
Hormone Be the Cause?

Certain therapies and hormonal conditions can also
signal your body to increase red blood cell production,
typically causing mild to moderate elevations.

Examples Include:
e Testosterone replacement therapy
e Anabolic steroids
e Certain supplements or specific hormonal regimens

It’s important to review all medications and
~ supplements you are taking with your doctor.
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Looking Deeper: The
Role of Your Kidneys

Your kidneys produce a critical hormone
called erythropoietin (EPO), which is the primary

“manager” that tells your bone marrow to
make red blood cells. Sometimes, kidney issues
can cause them to send this signal even when
oxygen levels are fine.

Potential Kidney-Related Causes:
e Kidney cysts or Polycystic Kidney Disease
e Renal artery narrowing (stenosis)
e Kidney or liver tumors that produce EPO
(this is rare)
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The Tip of the Funnel:
Polycythemia Vera (PV)

After exploring common causes, your doctor
may consider a rare condition. Most people
with high hemoglobin do not have this.

What is PV?

Polycythemia Vera (PV) is an uncommon bone marrow
condition where the body makes too many red blood
cells without an external signal (like low oxygen). It’s
caused by a change (mutation) in a gene called JAK2.

Clues that Make PV More Likely

e Elevated platelets or white blood cells on your CBC
* |tching, especially after a warm shower

* Redness or burning in hands or feet

e An enlarged spleen

MOST COMMON CAUSES

LESS COMMON
CAUSES

PRIMARY
POLYCYTHEMIA
VERA (RARE)
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Do High Red Cell Counts Cause Symptoms?

Symptoms depend on the cause, not the number. Most people with polycythemia
from common causes have no symptoms from the blood count itself.

Symptoms from the Symptoms More Typical of
UNDERLYING CONDITION F OLYCYTHEMIA VERA
If the cause is... These are more specific to PV...
(@) Sleep Apnea > Daytime fatigue, snoring <5 Itching after warm showers
‘7itv (aquagenic pruritus)
—_ Smoking = Cough, shortness of breath ﬁ:‘ Headaches, dizziness, or visual changes
‘ Denydration = Thirst, dizziness :{J‘”‘; Tingling, burning, or redness in hands/feet

* _ Feeling of fullness in the upper left
“\  abdomen (spleen)
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Is a High Red Blood Cell Count Dangerous?

Whether polycythemia is dangerous depends entirely on

why it is happening.

When Polycythemia is
GENERALLY NOT Dangerous

Cause: Relative (dehydration) or
Secondary (sleep apnea, smoking,
altitude, hormones).

Risk: Risk of blood clots is very low.

Focus: Treatment focuses on the
underlying cause, not on lowering the
blood count itself.

Cause: Primarily Polycythemia Vera
(PV).

Risk: PV can increase the risk of blood
clots, enlarge the spleen, and cause
progressive symptoms.

Focus: Requires specific medical
treatment to manage risks.
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Your Path to Clarity: How Doctors Investigate the Cause

Your doctor will follow a systematic process to identify the reason for your high counts.

To confirm the finding is persistent and check
for trends.

Repeat the CBC

Check Oxygen Levels

A simple oxygen saturation test or a sleep
study to rule out low-oxygen states.

"“"l Review Medications & Lifestyle

E@ Discussing smoking, hormone use, and
supplements.

Blood Tests for Kidney Function & EPO »
To assess the kidney-EPO signaling pathway.

- . JAK2 Mutation Test
. J‘# Q If other causes are ruled out and PV is suspected, this
g blood test checks for the specific genetic marker.
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Treatment is Tailored to the Cause

The goal is not just to lower a number, but to address the root cause.
Treatment for PV is very different from managing other causes.

If the Cause is Dehydration - » Treatment is Rehydration

If the Cause is Sleep Apnea — » Treatment is CPAP or other therapies

If the Cause is Smoking — » Treatment is Quitting

If the Cause is a Medication = » Treatment is Adjusting Therapy

mia Vera » Treatment is Phlebotomy (blood removal),
low-dose aspirin, and sometimes other
medications.

Phlebotomy is not used for common or reversible causes of polycythemia.
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Daily Life and When to Contact Your Doctor

What You Can Do Now When to Call Your Doctor
@ Continue normal daily activities. <g If you develop new headaches,
" dizziness, or vision changes.
@ Stay well hydrated. o\
% Unusual bleeding or bruising.
Avoid smoking and vaping. =
_ (700} Chest pain or shortness of breath.
Complete any recommended testing W
(like a sleep study). k’;ﬁf ) Your repeat blood tests show rising
Keep a log of any new or changing “7 numbers.
symptoms.

|- Seek urgent care for any severe shortness of breath, chest pain, or symptoms of a stroke.
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Your Key lakeaways on the Path Forward

Polycythemia means a high hemoglobin or hematocrit, which is a finding,
not a final diagnosis.

Most causes are common responses to other factors like dehydration,
sleep apnea, smoking, or hormones.

The evaluation process is a logical path to find the specific ‘why’ behind
your numbers.

Polycythemia Vera (PV) is a rare cause, and specific testing is done only
when appropriate.

/ Treatment is always directed at the underlying cause.

Many people do very well once the cause is identified and managed. The
goal is to work with your doctor to understand the signal your body is
sending and find the right path to clarity and health.
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