
Sickle Cell Disease 
Sickle Cell Disease is a group of blood disorders that causes red blood 
cells (RBCs) to become sickle-shaped, misshapen and break down. The 
oxygen-carrying capacity of such misshapen RBCs reduce significantly. 
It is a genetically transferred disease. Red Blood Cells contain a protein 
called hemoglobin. This is the protein that binds oxygen and carry it to 
all the parts of the body. 

A gene on chromosome 11 is responsible for producing hemoglobin 
protein. This gene sometimes becomes abnormal due to mutation. If a 
person inherits two abnormal copies of this gene, one from each parent, 
then that person will develop sickle cell disease. 

The sickle cell gene is passed from generation to generation in a pattern 
of inheritance called autosomal recessive inheritance. This means 
that both the mother and the father must pass on the defective form of 
the gene for a child to be affected. 

 

 



Symptoms 
Signs and symptoms of sickle cell anemia usually appear around 5 months of age. They 
vary from person to person and change over time. Signs and symptoms can include: 

x Anemia. Sickle cells break apart easily and die, leaving you with too few red blood 
cells. Red blood cells usually live for about 120 days before they need to be 
replaced. But sickle cells usually die in 10 to 20 days, leaving a shortage of red 
blood cells (anemia). 

Without enough red blood cells, your body can't get enough oxygen, causing 
fatigue. 

x Episodes of pain. Periodic episodes of pain, called pain crises, are a major 
symptom of sickle cell anemia. Pain develops when sickle-shaped red blood cells 
block blood flow through tiny blood vessels to your chest, abdomen and joints. Pain 
can also occur in your bones. 

The pain varies in intensity and can last for a few hours to a few weeks. Some 
people have only a few pain crises a year. Others have a dozen or more pain 
crises a year. A severe pain crisis requires a hospital stay. 

Some adolescents and adults with sickle cell anemia also have chronic pain, which 
can result from bone and joint damage, ulcers, and other causes. 

x Swelling of hands and feet. The swelling is caused by sickle-shaped red blood 
cells blocking blood flow to the hands and feet. 

x Frequent infections. Sickle cells can damage your spleen, leaving you more 
vulnerable to infections. Doctors commonly give infants and children with sickle cell 
anemia vaccinations and antibiotics to prevent potentially life-threatening 
infections, such as pneumonia. 

x Delayed growth or puberty. Red blood cells provide your body with the oxygen 
and nutrients needed for growth. A shortage of healthy red blood cells can slow 
growth in infants and children and delay puberty in teenagers. 

x Vision problems. Tiny blood vessels that supply your eyes can become plugged 
with sickle cells. This can damage the retina — the portion of the eye that 
processes visual images — and lead to vision problems. 

 
 


