
SYSTEMIC LUPUS ERYTHEMATOSUS

What is lupus? 
It is a condition involving multiple body organs (such as the joints, skin, kidneys and brain), 
usually affecting women of childbearing age. 

Who is at risk of developing lupus? 
Lupus is about nine times as common in women, particularly in younger women, as in men. It may affect children rarely. 

What causes lupus? 
Our immune system normally protects us against infections. However, in illnesses such as lupus, certain factors (which may 
be hormonal, environmental or genetic) trigger the immune system to attack body’s own tissues. 

It is to be noted that lupus is not contagious and is not directly inherited from parents. However, a gene inherited from the 
parents may contribute to the development of the disease. 

Can there be long-term consequences with lupus? 
Lupus is a variable and unpredictable condition. In patients whose vital organs (such as the kidneys, heart, brain or blood) 
have been affected, it may sometimes be life-threatening. However, with modern treatments and careful monitoring, the 
condition can be controlled in most of the patients. 

How is lupus diagnosed?
Lupus is diagnosed on the bases of symptoms, physical examination, and blood tests (such as anti- nuclear antibody [ANA] 
test, and anti-DNA antibody test).

How is lupus managed?
Lupus cannot be cured but can be controlled. Depending upon the symptoms, several measures can be taken. 
The drugs and modality of treatment depend on the organ involved. 

• Steroids and hydroxychloroquine are effective in treating most other problems in lupus. 

• Skin rashes can be treated with creams containing steroids and/or with hydroxychloroquine tablets. 

• Other drugs used to treat lupus include azathioprine, cyclophosphamide, mycophenolate, and cyclosporine. 

• Depending on the symptoms, drugs for blood pressure control, and calcium supplements may be prescribed.   

What are additional measures one should adopt? 
• Exercise: Exercise, as advised by the doctor, can improve fitness without putting too much strain on the joints.

• Quit smoking 

• Diet and nutrition: Dietary intake of fats and salt should be reduced. 

• Keep out of the sun: A sun-block cream, with SPF 25 or greater should be used.

• Contraception: Contraceptive pills with only progesterone or low-dose estrogen 
should be used. Otherwise, physical/barrier methods (condoms) should be used. 

• Infections: Appropriate precautions should be taken to avoid contagious infections 

• Vaccinations: The need for vaccinations should be discussed with the doctor 

• Stress: Managing stress will help in improving routine life.  

Pregnancy and Lupus
Any plans for pregnancy should be discussed with the doctor before conception, as the medications may need to be 
changed during pregnancy. Some patients (those with high levels of antiphospholipid antibodies) may have a high risk of 
miscarriage. While in many patients, the pregnancy passes uneventfully, there is a risk of lupus attack due to pregnancy, 
especially in patients with severe disease. In a few patients with severe disease, pregnancy may not be advised. 

What are the symptoms of lupus? 
Symptoms depend on the organ affected. Common symptoms include: 

• Tiredness 

• Joint pains 

• Rashes on skin exposed to the sun (most commonly a butterfly shaped rash on the face) 

• Mouth ulcers 

• Hair loss 

Symptoms specific to organs affected can also be seen, such as: 

• Kidneys: protein in urine, high blood pressure 

• Brain: abnormal behavior, depression, fits, stroke 

• Blood: anemia, low platelets, abnormal bleeding or clotting


