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Watch and wait
A quick guide for partners, carers,
family and friends
This fact sheet explains what watch and wait is, suggests ways you can
support a loved one on watch and wait, and highlights places you can go
for advice and support.

What is watch and wait?
Not everyone with blood cancer or a related
condition needs treatment straight away.
‘Watch and wait’ is a way of monitoring these
people with regular check-ups until they
need treatment.
You may also hear it called ‘active surveillance’
or ‘watchful waiting’. Around 27,000 people
– 13% of all blood cancer patients – are
currently monitored in this way in the UK.

Our website has more information about
watch and wait for anyone affected by it.
Go to bloodwise.org.uk/watchandwait

Why is watch and wait the best
way to manage blood cancer for
certain people?
Although researchers are constantly
looking for better ways to treat, and ultimately
cure, blood cancer, many of the treatments
available today can cause unwanted
side effects.
So treatment is usually only recommended
when it’s known to be most effective – usually
for people with cancer that’s developing
quickly or affecting their quality of life.
For people with slow-progressing blood
cancers or related conditions, with few or no
worrying symptoms, it’s usually better to have
regular check-ups and only start treatment
when it’s needed. Research shows that people
on watch and wait aren’t any more at risk of
their condition getting worse than people
receiving active treatment, like chemotherapy.

What does watch and wait mean
for my loved one?
If someone close to you is placed on watch
and wait, this means that their blood cancer
or related condition isn’t currently having a
worrying impact on their health, and it’s better
for them to delay treatment.
Watch and wait stops people being exposed
to potentially toxic treatments until they’re
necessary, and also prevents people from
potentially developing a resistance to
chemotherapy drugs. Some people like
to think of watch and wait as a way of
saving treatment for later, when it will be
most effective.
Lots of people live a good quality of life on
watch and wait for several years before
needing treatment – and some never need it.

Supporting someone on watch
and wait
There is no right or wrong way to support
someone on watch and wait, but there are
some things you can do to show your loved
one that they aren’t alone.
If someone close to you is put on watch and
wait, they’ll have regular check-ups with their
specialist doctor (consultant) to monitor their
condition. Some people find it helps to have
their partner, or a family member or close
friend with them at these appointments, so
you may want to ask your loved one whether
this is something they would find helpful.
Other people just need someone to share
their thoughts with. If your loved one struggles
to talk to you, they may feel more comfortable
sharing their feelings with others going through
the same thing, at a local support group.
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If your loved one’s condition is having a big impact
on your day-to-day life, don’t be afraid to seek or
accept support from family, friends, healthcare
professionals and your local community.

Regular sessions with a cancer specialist
psychologist (a trained therapist who you or
your loved one can talk to about any worries
you've had following diagnosis) may also help.
Your loved one’s consultant can make a
referral if they think this might be helpful.

If you’re caring for someone who’s dependent
on you, you’re entitled to a reasonable amount of
(paid or unpaid) time off work to use in the event
of emergencies, under the Employment Rights
Act 1996.

Go to bloodwise.org.uk/infosupport/living-with for a list of helpful
organisations and support groups.
You can also find suggestions in each
of our booklets.

This would cover taking your loved one to hospital
if they develop an infection, for example.
If you’ve worked for your employer for at least 26
weeks, you can also request flexible working, to
help with things like hospital appointments. This
might include different working hours or days, or
working from home for some or all of that time.

Looking after yourself and getting
support
Coping with anxiety and stress

By law, your employer has to respond to your
request in a ‘reasonable manner’, which means:

It’s completely normal to feel anxious between
your loved one’s appointments. If you find that
you feel increasingly anxious or upset, there are a
number of things that can help.

›› assessing the advantages and disadvantages
of your application,
›› setting up a meeting to discuss your
application, and

You can call our Support Line on 0808 2080 888.
It’s open from 10am to 4pm Monday to Friday and
is for anyone affected by blood cancer.

›› providing an appeals process if they reject
your request.

Joining a support group, whether face-to-face or
online, is another good way to get in touch with
other people who are affected by watch and wait
and blood cancer.

It’s up to you whether you want to share your loved
one’s diagnosis with your employer or colleagues,
but some people find that talking to their HR
department or line manager helps get them the
support they need. For example, you may find it
easier to request flexible working hours if your
employer understands your situation.

Maggie’s is a nationwide network of
drop-in centres providing practical,
emotional and social support for
anyone affected by cancer or a related
condition. To find your nearest centre,
go to maggiescentres.org or ask your
loved one’s healthcare team for more
information.

Go to bloodwise.org.uk/info-support/
living-with for more information about
practical support or call our support line
for free on 0808 2080 888 (Mon–Fri,
10am–4pm) if you have a specific
concern or question.

Managing day-to-day practicalities, like
work and finances
If you’re supporting someone who has blood
cancer, this may have an impact on your home life,
work, education or financial situation.
You may find that you need to take time off work
to take your loved one to appointments. Or, if your
partner or someone you live with is struggling with
extreme tiredness (fatigue) as a result of blood
cancer, some of the things you used to share
responsibility for may now fall to you.

Macmillan also publishes information
about cancer and work, travel, benefits,
and financial support: macmillan.org.uk/
information-and-support/organising.
Macmillan’s Looking after someone
with cancer booklet also includes helpful,
practical guidance.
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Planning ahead

Finding out more

You may not want to think about what might
happen if your loved one eventually needs
treatment, but some people find it’s helpful to
know what to expect later down the line. There
are lots of different types of treatment, ranging
from stem cell transplants to daily pills that can be
taken at home, so it’s important not to jump to any
conclusions until a consultant has explained the
available options.

We offer patient information on many blood
cancer types and topics, online and in free printed
booklets. They cover everything from symptoms
and diagnosis through to treatment and living with
a blood cancer or related condition.
	 or more information about watch and
F
wait or specific conditions, go to
bloodwise.org.uk/info-support
	 e also have an online
W
community you may like to join:
bloodwise.org.uk/bloodwise-community

Below are some questions that you or your loved
one may want to ask their healthcare team.
›› How can I best support my loved one?

	
Or you can call our Support Line on
0808 2080 888 (Mon–Fri 10am–4pm).
This is a freephone number.

›› What effect will watch and wait have on
their daily life?
›› How often will their appointments be?

	 ee our website for more details of cancer
S
information specialists and support groups:
bloodwise.org.uk/info-support/living-with

›› If they eventually need treatment, what will
this involve?

About Bloodwise

We’re the UK’s specialist blood cancer charity.
We’ve been working to beat blood cancer
since 1960.
We fund world-class research; provide practical
and emotional support to patients and their loved
ones; and raise awareness of blood cancer.
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