Painful Crisis
PAINFUL EPISODES IN THE CHILD WITH SICKLE CELL DISEASE
Painful episodes occur in children with sickle cell disease as a complication of the disease. These
episodes more commonly occur in older children, but often happen in infants and young children.

WHAT CAUSES THE PAINFUL EPISODES?
The exact cause of the pain is not known. It is thought that the red
blood cells (RBCs) become trapped inside a blood vessel and interfere
with normal blood flow. If blood flow is reduced in even a small area of
the body, it can cause pain.
Sometimes swelling is seen in the area of the pain. In children under 2
years of age the swelling usually occurs in the hands and/or feet. Older children can
have swelling in the arms and/or legs. Swelling usually does not mean that something is
seriously wrong, but in rare cases, swelling and pain are caused by infection in the
bone. A child with swelling other than hands and feet should be seen by a doctor.

WHERE IS THE PAIN?
Most often the pain seems to be in the bone, but it can occur anywhere in the body
(chest, stomach, hands and/or feet, back, etc.) These painful episodes are not usually
dangerous. They can last for several hours, days or even up to a week or two.

CAN THE PAIN BE PREVENTED?
Not all pain crises can be prevented. The best way to keep pain away is to make
sure the child is drinking throughout the day and to avoid getting cold or chilled
(cold water swimming, going outside in the winter without warm clothing). Ice
packs can cause pain and should never be used for someone with sickle cell.

WHAT CAN BE DONE TO EASE THE PAIN?
Painful episodes can be mild, moderate or severe in terms of how much it hurts to
your child. Taking medication for pain and drinking plenty of liquids usually relieves
discomfort. A child may refuse to use the part of the body that is painful. If a child
will not stand or walk or move a part of his body that is painful, do not force him to
do so. As soon as the pain is better, he will be active again. To ease the pain, try
giving Ibuprofen (Motrin, Advil) or Acetaminophen (Tylenol) every 4 hours.
If your child is still uncomfortable after receiving the Tylenol, you may need to give him Tylenol with
Codeine (liquid or tablets) every 4 hours until the pain is better. Call your doctor or clinic if you do not
have enough pain medicine at home.
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