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PHOTOCLINIC PEER REVIEWED
Acute Pancreatitis in Sickle Cell Vaso-

occlusive Crisis
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A 19-year-old woman presented with nausea, vomiting, epigastric abdominal pain with
radiation to her back, and bilateral hip, knee, and ankle joint pain for the past 5 hours. Her
medical history was significant for homozygous sickle cell disease (SCD), hemoglobin SS,
cholecystectomy at age 11 due to cholelithiasis, and multiple hospitalizations for abdominal
pain due to diffuse abdominal pain due to vaso-occlusive crisis (VOC). She was taking folic
acid and had no history of alcohol use or hypercholesterolemia.

The patient stated that the abdominal pain she was experiencing now was similar to her
previous episodes of abdominal pain due to VOC, and that the pain was sharp in quality and
had persisted for hours; she did note, however, that the pain was specifically in the epigastric
region this time, with radiation to her back, unlike during previous episodes.



Vital signs were within normal limits, and physical examination findings were remarkable for
epigastric tenderness radiating to her back. Complete blood count (CBC) results showed the
white blood cell count, hemoglobin level, hematocrit level, and platelet count to be within
normal limits. Liver function and renal function test results were also normal. The lipase level
was found to be elevated at 1468 U/L (reference range, 0-60 U/L).

Given the patient’s history of repeated crisis possibly leading to organ dysfunction, computed
tomography (CT) scans of the abdomen were ordered, which showed new fat stranding
surrounding the pancreatic tail, representing peripancreatic inflammation (Figure).

Figure. Abdominal CT scan showing fat stranding surrounding the pancreatic tail.

The symptoms resolved with intravenous fluid hydration and pain medications, and the
patient’s diet was advanced from a clear fluid diet to a regular diet by day 5 of admission. She
was discharged on day 6. Repeated CT scans and lipase tests were not indicated during
admission, since the patient responded appropriately with treatment and no clinical evidence of
acute or chronic hemolysis was present. No consultation services were required during the
patient’s admission.

The patient failed to follow up at a primary care clinic visit that had been scheduled 1 week
after discharge.

DISCUSSION

SCD is a genetic autosomal recessive disorder resulting from a mutation of hemoglobin S and
characterized by VOC and hemolytic anemia. Vaso-occlusion is caused by sickle-shaped red
blood cells (RBCs) that obstruct microvessels, ultimately resulting in ischemia, pain, and
necrosis.! SCD affects approximately 100,000 Americans, occurring in approximately 1 in 365



black or African American births and 1 in 16,300 Hispanic births.2 Approximately 1 in 13 black
or African American children are born with sickle cell trait (SCT).2

Pain is the most commonly reported symptom of SCD and often is disabling.® Adult
respondents in the Pain in Sickle Cell Epidemiology Study (PiSCES) reported SCD pain on
54.5% of the 31,017 days surveyed. In fact, 29.3% of respondents had pain on greater than
95% of the days surveyed.*®

Acute abdominal pain is a common presentation of sickle cell VOC, which could involve any of
several abdominal organs and results from capillary engorgement, sickling of RBCs,
hypercoagulability, and stasis in the vasa vasorum of larger vessels.® Approximately 10% of
patients with SCD hospitalized for VOC present with acute abdominal pain.” Common
etiologies include acute splenic sequestration, splenic infarction, ischemic bowel, biliary colic,
acute cholecystitis, opioid-induced constipation, renal papillary necrosis, hepatic crisis, urinary
tract infection, hepatitis, and liver abscesses.®

However, acute ischemic pancreatitis is a very rare complication of VOC.%10 In a small
prospective study in 2011, Akingbola and colleagues showed that 70% of cases of acute
abdomen in VOC involved the epigastric region, with presentation similar to that of acute
pancreatitis.’’ When pancreatitis occurs, it may be a result of biliary obstruction or microvessel
occlusion causing ischemia.'©

Despite acute abdominal pain being a relatively common occurrence in patients with VOC, life-
threatening complications can occur if the diagnosis of microvessel occlusion-induced
pancreatitis is missed. Moreover, pancreatitis due to vaso-occlusion is clinically
indistinguishable from other etiologies of acute abdominal pain from sickle cell VOC, and the
initial diagnosis is based on clinical suspicion. Our patient met the criteria for acute pancreatitis
with a serum lipase level elevated at greater than 3 times the upper limit, in association with
the presence of epigastric pain radiating to the back and abdominal CT scans showing fat
stranding surrounding the pancreatic tail.

Treatment is similar to any other presentation of acute pancreatitis, which is initially
conservative with intravenous fluids, pain control, and electrolyte repletion. The clinical
significance of early diagnosis of VOC-induced acute pancreatitis relies on the indication for
exchange blood transfusion (EBT) in worsening cases of acute pancreatitis characterized by
multiorgan failure.'9:12.13 Although it was not required in this patient’s case, EBT helps dilution
of hemoglobin S and reduction in sickling, with a hemoglobin S goal of less than 20% to
30%.14

EBT offers better control of blood volume and viscosity while decreasing the risk of transfusion-
related hemochromatosis. EBT is most readily accomplished through automated red-cell



exchange (erythrocytapheresis).’® However, the drawbacks of EBT include relatively high cost,
limited availability, and often a requirement for large central venous catheters.'®

Routine blood transfusion may also be used for the care for SCD, although less-preferred to

EBT due to potential complications of iron overload, transfusion reactions, infections, acute

lung injury, pain crisis, stroke, immunomodulation, anaphylaxis, and alloimmunization. 617
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