
Understanding the Complement System
A detailed guide for people living with Complement 3 Glomerulopathy (C3G) or primary 
Immune Complex-Mediated Membranoproliferative Glomerulonephritis (IC-MPGN)

Understanding how the complement system affects C3G and IC-MPGN can help you make sense of your 
test results, care options and what they mean for your kidney health. With this knowledge, you can feel 
more confident asking questions, sharing your concerns, and partnering with your healthcare team to 
make shared decisions about your care.

Classical pathway
Switches on when:
Antibodies bind to a 
target, such as bacteria 
or immune complexes 
(clusters of antibodies).

What happens next: 
This activates the 
complement cascade.

Alternative 
pathway
Does not need a 
specific trigger. It is 
continuously active 
at a low level in the 
bloodstream.

What happens 
next:
It provides 
ongoing immune 
surveillance and 
can rapidly amplify 
complement 
activation.

Lectin pathway
Switches on when:
Proteins in the blood called lectins 
recognise specific sugar patterns 
found on germs.

What happens next:
This activates the complement 
cascade without the need for 
antibodies.

Although each pathway starts  
in a different way, all three come 
together at an important protein 
called C3.

C3 acts as a central amplification 
point within the complement 
cascade. This means that once  
C3 is activated, it strengthens and 
expands the immune response.1
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The three complement pathways
There are three recognised pathways that can activate the  
complement system:1,2

What  
is the 
complement 
system?
The complement system 
is a group of proteins 
in the blood that work 
together as part of 
your immune system — 
your body’s first line of 
defence.1

Its roles include:1

—	Identifying and 
clearing infections

—	Supporting antibody 
responses

—	Triggering controlled 
inflammation

—	Removing damaged 
or unwanted cells

It works through a 
carefully co-ordinated 
cascade, where proteins 
activate one another in 
sequence to strengthen 
the immune response.1



Why is this 
brochure 
important for you?

Understanding how the 
pathways connect can help 
you:

—	Feel more confident 
when engaging in 
conversations about 
your care

—	Take part in shared 
decision-making with  
your healthcare team 

Questions you 
might want to ask

To learn more, you may 
wish to ask your healthcare 
team:

—	What do my blood test 
results suggest about 
complement activity?

—	How does complement 
activation fit into my 
overall care plan?

—	What could be my care 
goal to save my kidneys’ 
health?
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What happens when C3 is activated?

When C3 is activated:1

—	It produces smaller proteins that promote inflammation (a protective 
response that can sometimes cause swelling or tissue irritation)

—	It helps mark targets for removal

—	It strengthens the overall complement response

In a healthy system, this activation is tightly controlled.

Complement activation in C3G and primary IC-MPGN

In both C3G and primary IC-MPGN, complement activation can become 
excessive or poorly regulated.1

This ongoing activation produces C3 deposits in the kidneys that generate 
inflammation in the kidney’s filtering units, known as the glomeruli.3

Over time, this inflammation can impair how well the glomeruli filter the 
blood. That is why the kidneys are affected in these conditions.2

Further information  
and community support

You can find more information and 
support at:

livingwithc3g-icmpgn.com

compcure.org

nephcure.org

worldkidneyday.org
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This material was developed by Sobi to provide general information about C3G and IC-MPGN. The information provided is not intended to replace advice 
from a healthcare professional. Please consult your doctor or healthcare team if you have any questions about your medical condition or treatment.
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