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Understanding sickle cell disease
A clear introduction to what sickle cell disease is, how it affects the body and why ongoing medical care matters.
What is sickle cell disease?
Sickle cell disease (SCD) is a group of inherited conditions that affect haemoglobin, the protein in red blood cells that carries oxygen. In SCD, haemoglobin can cause some red blood cells to become stiff, sticky and curved into a sickle shape.
How do red blood cells work?
Healthy red blood cells are flexible and usually round. They move through blood vessels, delivering oxygen to the body. They also last for around 120 days before the body replaces them. Sickle-shaped cells can break down sooner, which may lead to anaemia, and they can block blood flow through small vessels.
Why can sickle cells cause problems?
When blood flow is blocked, parts of the body may not receive enough oxygen. This can cause episodes of pain and, over time, contribute to complications affecting different organs. The cells’ shorter lifespan can also leave a person with fewer healthy red blood cells. The effects and severity vary from one person to another.
Sickle cell disease is inherited
SCD is present from birth and is passed through genes from parents to children. It is not contagious and cannot be caught through everyday contact or sharing meals. Sickle cell trait is different from sickle cell disease; a health professional can explain test results and what they mean for a person or family.
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Signs and symptoms
Sickle cell disease affects people differently. Some people have frequent health problems, while others have fewer. Possible signs and complications include:
Pain episodes, sometimes called pain crises, which can occur when blood flow is blocked.
Anaemia, which may cause tiredness, weakness or shortness of breath.
A higher risk of some infections and other complications that may affect organs.
Only a qualified health professional can assess symptoms and recommend care. A person’s symptoms may change over time.
Testing and ongoing care
A blood test can identify sickle cell disease and sickle cell trait. If you have questions about a result, discuss it with a qualified health professional, who can explain the result and any recommended next steps.
Regular clinical follow-up helps the care team monitor health and discuss an individual care plan. The right plan depends on the person. Follow advice from the healthcare team, and speak with them before changing medicines or treatment.
When to seek urgent help
Seek urgent medical care for severe or worrying symptoms, including sudden difficulty breathing, chest pain, a high fever, severe pain that is not improving, or sudden weakness or difficulty speaking. If you are unsure whether a symptom is urgent, contact a health professional or local emergency service promptly.
Remember
Reliable information can help people and families ask questions and take part in care. Sickle cell disease is complex, and individual medical advice should come from a qualified healthcare professional.
Learn more
World Health Organization: Sickle-cell disease
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/sickle-cell-disease
US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: About sickle cell disease
https://www.cdc.gov/sickle-cell/about/index.html
This resource is for general education. It does not replace professional medical advice, diagnosis or treatment.




