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UNDERSTANDING MACROCYTIC ANEMIA 

A brief guide for patients with anemia and large red blood cells 
 

Macrocytic anemia is a common pattern seen on blood tests. 
In many cases, it reflects a manageable or reversible condition. 
Having macrocytic anemia does not automatically mean a serious bone marrow disorder or cancer. 
Doctors focus on patterns, symptoms, and changes over time to understand what this finding means for 
you. 

 

First things first 
Not all anemia is the same. 
Macrocytic anemia describes the size of red blood cells, not the cause. In this pattern, red blood cells 
are larger than usual, but the reason for that enlargement matters more than the label itself. 
Understanding why red blood cells are large helps guide the next steps. 

 

What is macrocytic anemia? 
Macrocytic anemia means: 

• hemoglobin or hematocrit is low 
• red blood cells are larger than usual 

Red blood cell size is measured by a value called the mean corpuscular volume (MCV). 
When the MCV is above the usual range and anemia is present, the pattern is called macrocytic 
anemia. 
This pattern helps doctors narrow the possibilities but does not, by itself, make a diagnosis. 

 

How doctors think about macrocytic anemia 
Red blood cell size helps doctors narrow the possible causes of anemia. 
Macrocytic anemia most often reflects a situation where the body is not making red blood cells 
normally, rather than losing them through bleeding or destroying them too quickly. 
Doctors use this pattern, along with other blood tests and clinical context, to decide where to look next. 

 

Common causes of macrocytic anemia 
Macrocytic anemia can occur for many reasons. Common categories include: 
Vitamin deficiencies (common and treatable) 

• vitamin B12 deficiency 
• folate deficiency 

These are important to identify because they are treatable. Vitamin B12 deficiency is especially 
important because it can affect nerves as well as blood cells. 

Alcohol use and liver effects 
Alcohol can increase red blood cell size even without liver disease. Liver conditions can also contribute. 

Medications 
Some medications affect how red blood cells are made and can lead to larger cells. This is often a 
known and expected effect. 
Hormonal and metabolic conditions 
Certain endocrine conditions, such as low thyroid levels or other hormone imbalances, can contribute. 



Prepared by The Blood Project — thebloodproject.com | 2 
 

Bone marrow–related conditions (less common) 
Primary bone marrow disorders are uncommon and are usually considered only when anemia is 
worsening or other blood counts are also abnormal. 
Many people have more than one contributing factor. 

 

Macrocytosis without anemia 
Red blood cells can be large even when hemoglobin is normal. 
Macrocytosis without anemia is relatively common and often related to medications, alcohol use, or 
other benign causes. In these situations, doctors often monitor blood tests over time rather than rushing 
into invasive testing. 

 
Symptoms: present or absent 
Some people with macrocytic anemia feel completely well, especially when anemia is mild or develops 
gradually. 
Others may notice: 

• fatigue 
• shortness of breath with exertion 
• lightheadedness 
• reduced exercise tolerance 

Symptoms depend on how low the hemoglobin is, how quickly it changed, and overall health. 
Vitamin B12 deficiency can also cause symptoms unrelated to anemia, such as numbness, tingling, 
balance problems, or memory changes. 

 

Snapshot vs movie 
A blood test shows a snapshot at one moment in time. 
Doctors care more about: 

• trends over time 
• stability versus progression 
• how lab results align with symptoms 

This is why repeat testing is common and often reassuring. 

 

Do I need a bone marrow biopsy? 
Usually not. 
A bone marrow biopsy is not the first step for most people with macrocytic anemia. It is generally 
considered only when: 

• anemia is worsening 
• more than one blood cell type is abnormal 
• routine evaluation does not explain the findings 

Most cases can be evaluated without invasive testing. 

 
How this page fits with the rest of your results 
This page explains what macrocytic anemia means as a pattern. 
Your doctor may also look at: 

• vitamin B12 and folate levels 
• liver function tests 
• thyroid or hormone tests 
• medication history 
• other parts of the blood count 

Each piece adds context and helps guide next steps. 
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Key takeaways 
• macrocytic anemia means anemia with large red blood cells 

• it describes a pattern, not a diagnosis 

• many causes are common and manageable 

• red blood cells can be large even without anemia 

• symptoms may be mild or absent 

• trends over time matter more than a single result 
 

 
 
 
 


