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Sickle Cell Anemia
FIGHTING FOR OXYGEN

Sickle Cell Anemia or Sickle Cell Disease, is an 
inherited, lifelong disease. It is a form of anemia, where 
the red blood cells cannot sufficiently carry oxygen 
through the body. In Sickle Cell Anemia (SCA), there is 
an abnormal protein in the red blood cells, causing them 
to become sticky and misshapen, looking like crescent 
moons or sickles. These rigid and irregularly shaped 
blood cells get stuck in blood vessels, blocking blood flow 
to vital organs.

HOW DOES SOMEONE GET 
SICKLE CELL ANEMIA?

Some people carry the defective hemoglobin S gene - 
this is what causes SCA. If you carry just one, you have 
the sickle cell trait but not the actual disease and usually 
live a normal, healthy life. But that gene can be passed 
on to your child. If your partner happens to also have 
the sickle cell trait, it gives your child a 25% chance of 
inheriting both hemoglobin S genes, thus having SCA.

This is most often diagnosed at birth, as a newborn 
screening program is mandatory throughout the United 
States. This is done through a blood draw from the 
newborn’s heel within 48 hours of life and tests for 
multiple abnormalities.

SCA can affect any race but is most prevalent in African 
Americans. About 1 in 13 black or African American 
babies are born with sickle cell trait. About 1 in 365 
actually has sickle cell disease/anemia. It also affects 
many people from Hispanic, southern Europe, Middle 
Eastern, or Asian Indian backgrounds. It affects both 
males and females equally.

HEMOGLOBIN S GENE

Normal red blood cells are round and flexible, carrying 
oxygen easily throughout the body, living about 90-120 
days. When the hemoglobin S gene is present, abnormal 
proteins form within the red blood cells, causing them 
to lose their shape. They become very rigid and do not 
travel easily through blood vessels, often bursting apart. 
Their life cycle is only 10-20 days in comparison to the 
healthy blood cells and the body has a very difficult time 
keeping up with new red blood cell production. So not 
only are the red blood cells insufficient but there are not 
enough of them. This leads to anemia and fatigue. 

In addition to a severe lack of energy, these sickle-shaped 
cells stick to the blood vessel walls, blocking blood flow 
and oxygen delivery. This causes severe pain, called pain 
crises or sickle cell crisis, often leading to hospitalization 
for treatment and pain control.

Talk with your 
doctor if you have 

any concerns about 
your health.
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SIGNS, SYMPTOMS, AND COMPLICATIONS

As stated earlier, SCA is typically diagnosed at birth, 
but symptoms do not usually appear until 5-6 months of 
age because the newborn is still carrying healthy fetal 
blood cells until this point. A lot of the complications 
from SCA occur because the sickle cells block blood flow 
to certain areas of the body. Other complications stem 
from infections, the breakdown of red blood cells, and 
severe pain. 

 » Jaundice (yellowing of 
the skin)

 » Icterus (yellowing of 
the eyes)

 » Fatigue or fussiness

 » Dactylitis (painful 
swelling of the hands 
and feet)

 » Delayed growth

 » Frequent infections

 » Vision problems

 » Anemia

 » Pain crises

 » Stroke

 » Acute chest syndrome

 » Organ damage or 
failure

 » Pulmonary 
hypertension

 » Blindness

 » Leg ulcers

 » Gallstones

TREATMENT

 » Pain medications

 » Antibiotics to prevent infection

 » Vaccinations are very important to prevent infection

 » Blood transfusions

 » Bone marrow transplant (or stem cell transplant), 
which is the only potential cure for SCA. However, 
it is extremely high-risk and difficult to find a 
matched donor. It is typically only done in children 
<16 years old with severe symptoms.

PREVENTION

There is no way to actually prevent getting SCA. If you 
have the sickle cell trait, it is very important to see a 
genetic counselor and understand the risks of pregnancy 
and passing it on to your child. They can discuss 
options with you regarding possibilities, treatments, and 
reproductive options.

Living with sickle cell anemia is a very heavy diagnosis. 
It is important to see your doctor regularly and practice 
healthy habits to avoid a sickle cell crisis. Maintaining 
a strong support system is crucial as well, as this can 
be taxing on your mental wellbeing. Following your 
treatment plan and managing symptoms can control this 
disease and help you live a fulfilling life.


