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Chapter

Don’t Miss Lupus
Stephen Soloway

Abstract

Chapter for Lupus Book Systemic lupus erythematosus is a well-recognized 
multi-system disease. Hallmarks of the disorder include the prevalence of anti-
nuclear antibodies (ANA) and double stranded antibodies (DNA). The disease 
often presents with lupus rashes and/or arthritis or arthralgias. Lupus is “the great 
imitator,” as no organ system is excluded, when diagnosing and treating a lupus 
patient. While lupus remains evasive in novel therapies with true benefit; one issue 
has been consistent, in that the preponderance of the evidence thus far, leads to B 
cell dysfunction. More recently Belimumab was indicated for use in lupus patients. 
This is a BLyS-Specific inhibitor (B lymphocyte stimulator) medication. At this 
time, I would like to focus on lupus in a manner that you are not used to hearing. 
Typically, any practitioner who approaches a patient with a plethora of symptoms, 
would order blood tests, and conclude a diagnosis of lupus. In this chapter, I will 
point out and focus on the need to think “outside the box” and perhaps consider 
lupus as simply one of various other scenarios.

Keywords: lupus, Sjogren’s, Raynaud’s, ANA, DNA, DRV VT

1. Introduction

1.1 Hallmarks of systemic lupus erythematosus

Systemic lupus erythematosus is a well-recognized multi-system disease [1].
Hallmarks of the disorder include the prevalence of antinuclear antibodies 

(ANA) and double stranded antibodies (DNA). The disease often presents with 
rashes and/or arthritis or arthralgias. Lupus is “the great imitator,” as no organ 
system is excluded, when diagnosing and treating a lupus patient.

1.2 Most recent development for lupus treatment

While lupus remains evasive in novel therapies with true benefit; one issue has 
been consistent, in that the preponderance of the evidence thus far, leads to B cell 
dysfunction. More recently Belimumab was indicated for use in lupus patients, 
which is an immunomodulator B-Lymphocyte Stimulator (BLyS)-Specific Inhibitor. 
This drug was approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) for use in 
lupus patients in 2011 [2]. The majority of patients afflicted with lupus, autoreactive 
B-cells remain in the body longer than necessary. Belimumab binds to BLyS, causing 
it to no longer bind to and stimulate the autoreactive B cell.

Information recently discussed at the ACR2020, provides evidence of 
Belimumab standard therapy ameliorating the outcome for patients with active 
renal lupus. A combination of Belimumab, with either mycophenolate mofetil or 
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Azathioprine, was shown to be more effective than either of these therapies alone. 
While studies are not yet conclusive, a combination of Belimumab with cyclophos-
phamide, posed no higher risk than cyclophosphamide alone. This combination in a 
class IV nephritis group exceeded those who received cyclophosphamide alone [3].

Anifrolumab, an interleukin-1 inhibitor, was not shown to be effective in sys-
temic lupus, it did show promise in TULIP-1 and 2 and skin lesions related to lupus. 
Anifrolumab’s effect on non-skin lupus disease activity however, was nominal [4].

2. A rheum with a different view

In this section, lupus will be discussed pragmatically. Most practitioners are 
unaccustomed to viewing disease features from a rheumatologic standpoint. 
Typically, the practitioner that approaches a patient with a plethora of symptoms, 
would order blood tests, and conclude a diagnosis of lupus; however, in this part 
of the chapter, we will discuss the need to focus “outside the box” and perhaps 
 consider lupus as simply one of various other scenarios.

2.1 Finding evidence of lupus

Features of lupus considered in the differential diagnoses of other conditions 
include rashes, arthritis, renal disease (glomerular or tubular), Raynaud’s phenom-
enon, sicca syndrome and muscle weakness. The differential diagnoses for these 
features often include lymphoma, sarcoidosis, phospholipid antibody syndrome, 
rheumatoid arthritis, inflammatory myopathy, Sjogren’s syndrome, IgG4-related 
disease and scleroderma.

A lupus rash, seen with or without vasculitis, typically small vessel-showing leu-
kocytoclastic vasculitis, is seen at the dermal/epidermal junction with immunofluo-
rescence positive for IgG and complements [5]. Small vessel vasculitis is responsible 
for much of the severe abdominal pain seen in lupus patients.

Arthritis of lupus is inflammatory but not erosive. Differential diagnoses would 
include rheumatoid arthritis, gout, or psoriatic arthritis. Rheumatoid arthritis, 
psoriatic arthritis, scleroderma, sarcoid and gout are all destructive arthritic 
diseases [6].

Renal pathology is often noted due to blood or protein in the urine. It may be 
diagnosed by a decrease in renal function, which is differentiated on biopsy. Lupus 
tends to involve glomerulus with a “full house” pattern on immunofluorescent 
staining (i.e., presence of glomerular deposits that stain for IgG, IgM, IgA, C3 
and C1q). This is the only organ finding to satisfy the SLICC criteria on its own in 
patients with systemic lupus. IgG and complements would be suggestive of lupus 
nephritis in a patient with proliferative glomerulonephritis. This may be focal, 
diffuse or pure membranous nephropathy [7]. A patient with pure membranous 
disease, high double stranded DNA and low complements often do not apply. 
Proliferative lesions are often seen in the face of rising double stranded DNA 
and consumption of complement levels. These levels are not subject to change in 
Sjogren’s, scleroderma, sarcoid, or IgG4-related disease. (IgG4-related disease is 
unique, as both tubulointerstitial diseases occur simultaneously with glomerular 
disease). ANCA vasculitis shows pauci-immune deposits [8], while sarcoid-
osis would show granulomas without positive stain for immunofluorescence. 
Goodpasture syndrome will show anti-GBM antibodies [9]. Sjogren’s syndrome 
will show renal tubular acidosis, and only rarely, glomerular disease [10]. Most 
cases of tubulointerstitial nephritis are drug-induced, and may be caused by 
medications, such as antibiotics medications, NSAIDs, proton pump inhibitors, 
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and immune-checkpoint inhibitors [11]. Uncommonly, NSAIDs may cause a 
combination of interstitial nephritis and nephrotic syndrome. Infections (i.e., legi-
onella or Mycobacterium tuberculosis infection), may lead to a diagnosis of tubu-
lointerstitial nephritis; however, autoimmune diseases, such as systemic lupus, 
sarcoidosis, Sjogren’s syndrome, and uveitis syndrome, are also proven to cause 
tubulointerstitial nephritis [12]. Approximately 10–20% of patients diagnosed 
with lupus nephritis, have isolated lupus membranous nephropathy (class V), with 
no associated proliferative lesion present [13]. In patients with lupus nephritis, 
tubulointerstitial interstitial nephritis may accompany glomerular lesions, which 
is a risk factor for a poor outlook [14]. The IgG4 is a diagnostic differential and 
reveals tubulointerstitial nephritis, repeatedly associated with hypocomplement-
emia and hypodense nodular lesions, which can be seen on contrast-enhanced 
computerized tomography [15]. Tissue eosinophilia and deposits in the tubular 
basement membrane are often present, in addition to the distinctive pathological 
features of the disease [16].

Pulmonary renal syndromes can be seen in a very similar fashion, adding that 
lupus may present with acute glomerulonephritis, proliferative in nature, in addi-
tion to concurrent alveolar hemorrhage or diffuse interstitial infiltrates [17]. This 
pattern of disease seen in ANCA vasculitis is predominantly granulomatous poly-
angiitis, microscopic polyangiitis, and cryoglobulinemia, which is associated with 
hepatitis C infection [18].

Oral and ocular dryness, with or without uveitis, are features of lupus [19]. 
Uveitis is frequently seen in sarcoidosis and described in IgG4-related disease and 
HLA-B27-related conditions, while corneal-related disease has a differential diagno-
sis in rheumatoid arthritis, myopathy, and phospholipid antibody syndrome.

Primary muscle weakness while in lupus, [20] is part of a differential diagnoses 
that includes polymyositis, dermatomyositis, immune mediated necrotizing myopa-
thy, lupus with myopathy, sarcoidosis with myopathy and Crohn’s with myopathy. 
The latter two, show non-caseating granuloma disease on biopsy, while lupus shows 
diffuse immunofluorescence, mainly immunoglobulins and complements. This 
could be referred to as a “recurring theme” in lupus deposits of immunoglobulin 
and complements. Cocaine-laced with levamisole is in the differential diagnosis 
systemic lupus, myopathy and vasculitis [21].

A rheumatologist should recognize a lupus patient by the malar rash sparing 
the nasolabial folds, “classic kidney biopsy” and other constellations, such as 
“non-scarring alopecia” and “discoid lupus”. These cases are often straightfor-
ward, and do not require biopsy. The classic malar rash sparing the nasolabial 
folds, is a known hallmark of lupus; although it may be confused with rosacea or 
polymorphous light eruption. The malar rash with autoantibodies, particularly 
ANA (almost 100% sensitive), and anti-double stranded DNA (95% specific), 
will lend themselves to a conclusive diagnosis [22]. Nonetheless, it should be 
noted that research criteria is not necessary for a diagnosis of lupus. The research 
criterion is merely a tool, used to randomize patients into homogeneous groups, 
while in fact physicians are treating a heterogeneous disease. So, in the quest to 
stratify patients by nonskilled physicians, or those not comfortable diagnosing or 
treating lupus properly, diagnostic criteria is often helpful, but certainly cannot 
be the quintessential element of a lupus diagnosis. In reality, actually “labeling” 
a patient with a lupus diagnosis may require a protracted course. Theoretically, 
a patient may carry a label of unspecified connective tissue disease (UCTD) for 
some time, before a conclusive diagnosis can be given. In time, this patient may 
develop lupus, Sjogren’s syndrome, rheumatoid arthritis, scleroderma, myositis, 
an overlap syndrome, anti-synthetase syndrome, Sjogren’s syndrome, IgG4-
related disease, or sarcoid.



Lupus - Need to Know

4

Positive antinuclear antibody (ANA) 97%

Malaise and fatigue 90%

Arthralgia, myalgia 90%

Sun sensitivity, skin changes 70%

Cognitive dysfunction 70%

Low C3 or C4 complement 61%

Fever due to lupus 57%

Antibodies to ds DNA 50%

Arthritis 50%

Leukopenia 46%

Pleuritis 44%

Anemia 42%

Alopecia 40%

Nephritis, proteinuria 40%

Anticardiolipin antibody 35%

Malar rash 35%

Central nervous system 32%

Increased gamma globulin 32%

Weight loss due to lupus 27%

Raynaud’s 25%

Hypertension 25%

Sjogren’s 25%

Oral ulcerations (mouth, nose) 20%

Discoid lesions 20%

Central nervous system vasculitis 15%

Adenopathy 15%

Pleural effusion 12%

Subacute cutaneous lupus 10%

Myositis 10%

Avascular necrosis 10%

Table 1. 
Approximate prevalence (%) of selected symptoms, signs, and laboratory abnormalities of systemic lupus 
erythematosus during the course of the disease in the United States [29].

2.2 Consider evidence of lupus in every disease

Physicians should consider lupus as every disease they see, and work backward 
from that point. Note the following:

1. When a patient presents with hair loss (i.e., a bald spot - non-scarring alopecia); 
the differential diagnoses are broad and lupus should be investigated, the patient 
will need to be followed and skin biopsies performed [23].

2. Lesions, such as discoid lupus, which are characteristic scaly lesions, discol-
ored, typically hyper-pigmented, and located within the ears, are common 
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in lupus [24]. Although these lesions may be seen in other conditions, lupus 
should be considered.

3. Uveitis, typically anterior, is common in lupus [25]. It may occur one time, and 
may be infectious. Diagnostic possibilities included syphilis, tuberculosis or 
Lyme disease. If these infections are excluded, then undoubtedly, even if the 
patient’s uveitis is a first-time occurrence, a lupus workup should be initiated.

As with all patients presenting any of the above features, clinicians should initi-
ate confirmatory laboratory workup, including phospholipids, ANA, DNA, ENA, 
SSA, and SSB, in order to establish a baseline, when a patient exhibits a potential 
lupus feature at any point. Hypothetically a young patient, between 15 and 20 years 
of age, may present to a clinic with anterior uveitis. Rather than labeling this as 
viral, the practitioner should immediately consider a differential diagnosis that 
includes lupus. Other differential possibilities would include syphilis, tuberculosis, 
HLA-B27 diseases (including but not limited to psoriatic arthritis), HLA-B27 uve-
itis, ankylosing spondylitis, reactive arthritis, Crohn’s colitis and ulcerative colitis. 
Regardless of the ultimate diagnosis, the treatment does not change; however, if the 
patient requires treatment with hydroxychloroquine, early diagnosis may lead to a 
more favorable outcome. Hydroxychloroquine is paramount. Many clinical trials 
over decades support its efficacy in prevention of lupus flares, thrombosis in lupus 
patients, and lipid-lowering potential [26].

In addition to the three presentations listed above, mouth sores also occur in 
lupus, Crohn’s disease, Behcet’s disease, phospholipid antibody syndrome, tuber-
culosis, syphilis, sarcoidosis, Sjogren’s syndrome, IgG4-related disease, and viral 
infections [27]. Viral ulcers tend to be painful. Behcet’s ulcers generally reveal 
large, circumscribed, beefy-red borders. Ulcers associated with Crohn’s disease are 
usually shallow painful ulcers, similar to those seen in sarcoidosis. Lupus ulcers are 
frequently painless and often noticed surreptitiously [28].

Additionally, isolated lymphadenopathy does not necessarily have to be hilar 
or mediastinal; it could be epitrochlear, glandular swelling, lacrimal, parotid, or 
submandibular. However, the finding, incidental or not, with or without dry eyes 
and dry mouth, may be an indication of lupus (Table 1).

3. Common presentations of lupus

The following represents selected symptoms and abnormalities in patients 
diagnosed with lupus within in the United States.

3.1 Arthropathies

Approximately 50% of lupus patients suffer from arthritis [29]. Joint disease, 
quite often a small joint polyarthritis, typically symmetric, is noted with typical 
involvement of PIPs, MCPs and wrists, inflammatory in nature; however, this is not 
erosive, which differentiates it from rheumatoid arthritis [30]. However, the prac-
titioner should keep in mind that the differential diagnosis of IgG4-related disease, 
lymphomas, Sjogren’s, sarcoidosis, or spondyloarthropathies, can also present with 
a phenotypic appearance of lupus arthritis. The definitive finding of arthritis only 
seen in lupus would be lupus arthropathy or acute rheumatic fever, which is followed 
by Jaccoud’s arthropathy. Jaccoud’s arthropathy is a chronic, non-erosive, reversible 
(with proper splinting) joint disorder that may occur after repeated bouts of arthri-
tis. This arthropathy is caused by inflammation of the joint capsule and subsequent 
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fibrotic retraction, causing ulnar deviation of the fingers, through metacarpopha-
langeal joint subluxation, primarily of the fourth and fifth fingers [31].

The greatest emphasis should be placed on the fact that all joints could be 
involved in lupus. Arthritis of lupus may be the presenting feature, and therefore, 
all cases of inflammatory arthritis must be evaluated with x-rays and a thorough 
history and physical, to exclude other diseases. Treatment would begin with the use 
of hydroxychloroquine and the addition of methotrexate. If necessary, abatacept (a 
CTLA4 inhibitor drug), could be added, as well as the newer medication discussed 
earlier, belimumab. Additionally, low dose steroids are often effective. While some 
practitioners may view steroids as poison, others feel the patient’s quality of life, on 
Prednisone (5 mg or less), even permanently could be appropriate, if this is neces-
sary for disease control and improvement in the patient’s quality of life. The patient 
should be informed of necessity for vigilance with regard to sleep, lipid and blood 
pressure monitoring, and the risk of osteoporosis. In the final analysis, the ratio of 
logic needs to be brought into consideration. As a practicing rheumatologist, with 
a personal experience of 32 years, experience dictates that 5 mg of Prednisone or 
less in virtually all the inflammatory patients that cannot be weaned, failed to cause 
significant steroid side effects. In the minority of patients who do suffer steroid 
side effects from a 5 mg daily equivalent or less as they begin to age, skin fragility 
or perhaps early cataracts can be seen; however, this may be difficult to ascertain, 
unless their ophthalmologist is convinced that any posterior subscapular cataract 
is the definite consequence of steroid use. Otherwise, this would be difficult to 
ascertain [32].

3.2 Thrombocytopenia/thrombocytosis

Approximately 42–46% of patients develop a cytopenia, including leukopenia 
and anemia [29]. Cytopenias in lupus are typically recognized with anemia, often 
hemolytic or of chronic disease, thrombocytopenia, or thrombocytosis [33]. 
Thrombocytosis indicates inflammation, while thrombocytopenia is often autoim-
mune and antiplatelet antibodies lower platelet counts; however, this should not be 
taken for granted. As in Sjogren’s, the mechanism would be hypersplenism; how-
ever, the finding of thrombocytopenia must prompt a probe for lupus. This protocol 
also stands in the case of a low white blood cell count. A WBC less than 4000 units 
for all, or lymphocyte of less than 1000, should both prompt an evaluation and 
workup for lupus. These findings while not specific are quite typical. Please note 
that one isolated sample needs repeating.

3.3 Lupus nephritis

Approximately 40% of lupus patients are diagnosed with nephritis [29]. The 
patient presents with blood or protein in the urine [34]. A renal biopsy is performed. 
A diagnosis is established - Mesangial proliferative, diffuse or focal proliferation, or 
pure membranous. The treatments for this vary. The current main stay treatment is 
mycophenolate mofetil. A new medication, which will be available in the near future, 
is calcineurin inhibitor, Voclasporin [35]. The data regarding this is promising. 
Rituximab, anecdotally, and in Pureview Data, indicates that it may also be helpful, 
although it is not the standard of care. Emphasis should be placed on the actuality 
that “the standard of care” should supersede the Food and Drug Administration’s 
indications for any drug. Approval for a drug by the Food and Drug Administration 
is solely based on the drug company’s actual “indication application” for that particu-
lar drug. While it may be used exclusively for its indication, in some cases it should 
be noted that the drug may prove more effective for off label use. This unfortunately 



7

Don’t Miss Lupus
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/intechopen.96892

seems to be a matter of “dollars and cents” where the pharmaceutical companies are 
concerned when determining the indication, they seek from the FDA.

3.4 Central nervous system

Roughly 32% of lupus patients develop lupus that attacks the central nervous 
system [29]. Lupus involving the central nervous system is both a confusing and 
interesting aspect of the disease [36, 37]. Virtually any central nervous system 
or peripheral nervous system problem including, but not limited to, neuropathy, 
mononeuritis multiplex, seizures, blindness, loss of hearing, cranial nerve palsy, 
encephalopathy, psychosis and movement disorders, are not uncommon in the 
lupus population, and may frequently present as an initial feature of the disease.

To reemphasize, all symptomatology that has been mentioned in this chapter 
may be an initial feature of lupus; however, the lack of swift rheumatology involve-
ment often ultimately leads to a delay in diagnosis, which is always detrimental 
to the patient. Therefore, it is important to perform a comprehensive evaluation, 
including biopsy, angiogram, or other internal organ imaging, as well as complete 
serologic testing. Additionally, most patients are not willing to take medication for 
extended periods of time, unless it can be proven to them by their physician that the 
medication will indeed benefit them by alleviating the symptoms they are experi-
encing. This will assist in a more accurate diagnosis of lupus versus another disease 
process. As in every case involving a possible autoimmune process, emphasis should 
be placed on the importance of swift initiation of workup, as this will facilitate the 
timely establishment of proper treatment.

If a patient is acutely ill with psychosis, they will typically be treated in a hos-
pital setting, being initially seen by neurology and psychiatry, as other specialists. 
Unfortunately, this occurs before a rheumatologist is consulted [38]. An immediate 
MRI of the brain and lumbar puncture should be ordered, along with autoantibod-
ies and cerebrospinal fluid, to assess the ribosomal P antibody, GAD65 antibody and 
NMO. With these proper evaluations, the likelihood of a CNS lupus diagnosis may 
be determined.

It is quite typical in that lupus patients, including those with renal and central 
nervous system involvement, in general, do quite well with medical compliance. 
Published death rates, transplant rates, and dialysis rates for lupus nephritis are decid-
edly dependent upon the population type that is investigated. A well-educated compli-
ant group of patients has a very low incidence of end stage renal disease while the 
noncompliant group almost certainly ultimately develop end stage renal disease [39].

3.5 Abdominal pain

Another presentation would be abdominal pain, rather than splenomegaly. This 
would account for approximately 27% of lupus symptomatology [29]. A patient 
with severe abdominal pain, who is known to have lupus, after a proper workup for 
exclusion of perforated viscus or ischemic disease, the treatment would be steroids 
for what is mesenteric arteritis or serositis. The prognosis would not change, as they 
are both treated with moderate high dose steroids, oral or IV. Again, this can be a 
presenting feature of lupus. To the detriment of the patient, they are often are seen 
by gastroenterologists, who run a plethora of tests, including CTAs and MRIs of 
various organs, only to ultimately discover a case of hepatosplenomegaly with pain. 
At that point, to the misfortune of the patient, unnecessary surgery is generally per-
formed for the hepatosplenomegaly, and sadly, the patient passes away as a result. If 
the patient had been treated properly, their life could have been saved, as they would 
have been successfully treated with 1 to 2 mg/kg of prednisolone or similar [40].
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3.6 Pancreatitis and Raynaud’s phenomenon

Pancreatitis is an excellent example of a disease, which is not part of the listed 
diagnostic criteria for lupus. Raynaud’s phenomenon also not listed in the diagnostic 
criteria, although approximately 25% of lupus patients suffer from this condition 
[29, 41]. While either of those may be the presenting feature of systemic lupus, nei-
ther are listed as diagnostic criteria which is fine; however, the practitioner should 
perform a thorough workup to determine if a patient who has pancreatitis, as they 
may well have lupus. It should be noted however, that alcoholism, gallstone disease 
and pancreatic divisum, without the atypical sausage pancreas of IgG4-related 
disease, must be ruled out.

With regard to Raynaud’s, the reversible spasm of vessels, usually induced by 
cold or emotional provocation, typically with triple phase color response from 5 to 
60 minutes, is a frequent feature in lupus patients and may well be the initial find-
ing of the disease. The practitioner must look past scleroderma, which has a more 
ominous prognosis than Raynaud’s related to lupus. This is often differentiated with 
a simple in-office nailfold capillaroscopy, which by in large, is a tremendously unde-
rutilized tool [42]. For the well-seasoned rheumatologist, this technique is used 
more often, but it should be used with regularity. In fact, nailfold capillaroscopy 
should be used as a baseline in all potential cases of autoimmune patients.

3.7 Heart and lungs

Attention to the heart and lungs is essential [43]. A patient with recurrent pneu-
monias is more likely to have lupus pneumonitis or an autoinflammatory disease, 
rather than the occurrence of infectious pneumonia every three months. After the 
onset of a second case of pneumonia, a rheumatologist should be consulted, but 
commonly, this does not occur. Regrettably, the patient who is suffering from an 
autoimmune disease has now suffered without a proper diagnosis for an unspecified 
amount of time. At this point, it would be advantageous to the patient to be seen by 
a rheumatologist without further delay.

Other common heart and lung manifestations of lupus include pleurisy and/
or pericardial effusion [44]. Approximately 12% of lupus patients will develop a 
pericardial effusion [29]. Alarmingly, in several medical institutions, the treat-
ment of choice for pericardial effusion is a pericardial window. Unfortunately, as 
in the case of inappropriate splenectomy with abdominal pain in a case of lupus, as 
mentioned earlier, a pericardial window is carries equal efficacy in a lupus patient 
presenting with pericardial effusion. As there is no indication for abdominal 
surgery for a patient with lupus abdominal pain, there is also virtually no indication 
for pericardial window in a lupus pericarditis patient. The incidence of tamponade 
is extraordinarily low. Myxomatosis valvular heart disease or so-called Libman-
Sacks endocarditis, with or without phospholipid antibodies, is another finding that 
should be noted, although this is often woefully overlooked.

3.8 Overlooked autoimmunity

Many lupus patients suffer from autoimmunity that is frequently overlooked 
and therefore; the percentage of sufferers remains uncalculated [45]. The most 
common is likely Hashimoto’s thyroid disease; however, other conditions include 
Graves’ disease, myasthenia gravis, Addison’s disease, primary biliary cirrhosis, 
and autoimmune hepatitis. Each of these has autoimmune associations that should 
not be overlooked. Many of the features potentially seen in Sjogren’s syndrome, or 
many lupus-like features such as interstitial lung disease, should never be taken for 
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granted based on the positive ANA or research criteria, as those patients may well 
have myositis or scleroderma. As mentioned in Part 2 of this chapter, “A Rheum 
with a Different View”, lupus should be considered in every disease.

4. The thought process of a rheumatologist

There are deep gaps between the thought process and treatment plans of a rheu-
matologist versus that of a general internist, family practitioner, ophthalmologist, 
or orthopedic surgeon or any other practitioner involved in a patient’s care.

Rheumatology remains greatly underutilized. This regrettably adds substantial 
delay to the diagnosis and treatment of a patient. It bears mentioning again that 
all organ systems may be involved in lupus. Based on this, the all-purpose criteria 
is preferable to the new SLICC criteria for diagnosis of lupus, as it was far more 
practical [46]. It also bears mentioning again that no practitioner may diagnose 
lupus, or any other disease process, based solely on research criteria. Criteria are 
to be used merely as a guideline. For example, a patient presents to their physi-
cian, stating they are “not feeling well”. Subsequently, blood studies are ordered 
that reveal an ANA with a very high titer and upon further perusal, a very high 
DNA is also discovered, yet the physician fails to recognize that this patient has 
a forme-fruste of lupus. A rheumatologist would have started the patient on 
Plaquenil and educated them with regard to their diagnosis, and the physical 
ramifications to expect in the future.

Two of the most interesting, but also difficult to treat diseases, a physician may 
encounter include pulmonary renal syndrome, presenting with alveolar hemorrhage, 
and glomerular nephritis with ANA, DNA, successfully treated with cyclophospha-
mide [47]. Another rare, but not uncommon complication of lupus, would be TTP 
with or without the ADAMTS13 gene and ocular inflammation and orbital pseudo-
tumor. Consider the case of a patient who presented with true renal failure, visual 
hallucinations and movement disorder. At that point the patient was treated with IV 
Cytoxan and pulse steroids. Therefore, the patient did not have fever; however the 
patient was anemic and had schistocytes with an elevated reticulocyte count. Thus, 
the patient did not fulfill all of the criteria for TTP; therefore, a clinical diagnosis was 
made of the same. The patient responded almost immediately to with all features of 
the disease disappearing with plasma exchange. This is a wonderful case to recall, 
when a hematologist says to a patient, “It cannot be TTP because there is no fever”, 
apparently, this hematologist has lost sight of the fact that the high dose steroids 
likely blunted the fever. They may argue that there are not enough schistocytes [48] 
to fulfill the bacteria, however when schistocytes should not exist, and anemia can-
not be explained, it can only be rationalized that the use of cyclophosphamides and 
high dose steroids lowered the schistocytes [49, 50]. This is a fantastic example of 
why research criteria alone, should never be used for diagnostic purposes.

It is very important to understand the mechanism of action for each disease 
feature, as it will impact a patient’s treatment. For the purpose of example, throm-
bocytopenia will be seen in Sjogren’s syndrome and hypersplenism, while in lupus 
platelet antibodies, both conditions can be present with dry eyes and dry mouth. 
A salivary gland biopsy may not differentiate, as a positive lymphocyte score of 50 
lymphocytes 4mm2, may presumably be seen in either condition. This may lead to 
an overlap diagnosis, or based on the mechanism of thrombocytopenia, it may also 
sway the diagnosis. Pneumonitis, while common in lupus, is seen in other autoim-
mune diseases, including sarcoidosis. All conditions mentioned may have a positive 
rheumatoid factor or positive ANA. Even CCP antibodies can be seen in autoim-
mune diseases with low values [51].
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5. Conclusions

Lupus is a great mimicker. This is due in part to a woeful lack of knowledge by 
most practitioners, as well as the absence of specific treatments. However, based 
on our available knowledge, with earlier institution of proper rheumatologic 
assistance, patients would be diagnosed with greater accuracy and proper treat-
ments begun in a timely manner. Also, with patient compliance, education and 
understanding outcome is better reference. Consulting a rheumatologist promptly, 
would not only benefit the patient, but also profit the medical system by eradicating 
useless tests and treatment options that are often unmerited. Unfortunately, in a 
world of protocol, many are afraid to take an unconventional approach. It is because 
of this; other physicians often fail to consider a rheumatologic consultation [52].

© 2021 The Author(s). Licensee IntechOpen. This chapter is distributed under the terms 
of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/3.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited. 
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