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Lupus is an autoimmune disease. 

The job of your body’s immune system is to  
fight foreign substances in the body, like bacteria 
and viruses. But in autoimmune disease, the im-
mune system is out of control. It attacks its own 
healthy tissues instead.

Lupus is a disease that can affect many 
parts of the body. Everyone reacts differently. 
One person may have swollen knees and 
fever. Another person may be tired all the 
time or have kidney trouble. Someone else 
may have rashes. Lupus can involve the 
joints, the skin, the kidneys, the lungs, the 
heart and/or the brain. If you have lupus, 
it may affect two or three parts of your 
body. Usually, one person doesn’t have 
all the possible symptoms.

What is Lupus?

You cannot catch lupus from 
another person and you 
can’t give it to another 
person.
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Types of Lupus

Systemic Lupus Erythematosus (SLE) 

SLE is the most common form. It is   
sometimes called SLE, or just lupus. The 

word, “systemic” means that the disease can 
involve many parts of the body such as the heart, 
lungs, kidneys and brain. SLE symptoms can be 
mild or serious.

Discoid Lupus Erythematosus (DLE) 

DLE mainly affects the skin. A red rash may 
appear, or the skin on the face, scalp or elsewhere 
may change color and become scaly.

Drug Induced Lupus (DIL) 

DIL is triggered by a few medicines. It symp-
toms are like SLE, but are usually milder. Most of 
the time, the disease goes away when the medica-
tion is stopped. More men develop drug induced 
lupus because the drugs that cause it, hydralazine 
and procainamide, are used to treat heart condi-
tions that are more common in men.



What Causes Lupus? 

There is no known cause for lupus and there 
is no cure. But in most cases lupus can be managed. 
Lupus sometimes seems to run in families, which 
suggests that lupus can be hereditary. But the envi-
ronment, sunlight, stress and certain medicines may 
trigger symptoms in some people.

Who Gets Lupus?

While anyone can get lupus, 9 out of 10 
people who have it are women. African American 
women are three times more likely to get lupus 
than white women. However, recent studies are 
finding that lupus is up to 5 times more common 
in American Indian/Alaska Native women than in 
the general population.

Lupus is most common in women between 
the ages of 15 and 44 years of age. Scientists think 
a woman’s hormones may have something to do 
with lupus.
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Lupus is hard to diagnose.

Lupus is often mistaken for other  
 diseases. The symptoms differ from one 

person to person. Some people have just a few 
symptoms, others have more:

❖ Red rash or color change on the face, often 
in the shape of a butterfly across the nose 
and cheeks

❖ Painful or swollen joints
❖ Unexplained fever
❖ Chest pain with deep breathing
❖ Swollen glands
❖ Extreme fatigue (feeling tired all the time)
❖ Unusual hair loss (mainly on the scalp)
❖ Pale or purple fingers or toes from cold  

or stress
❖ Sensitivity to the sun
❖ Low blood count
❖ Depression, trouble thinking, and/or memo-

ry problems

Symptoms of Lupus

Shown here on the 
forearm, is a discoid 
rash.



See your doctor and tell him/her  
of your health problems. The 

information on your symptoms 
along with a physical exam and 
results of laboratory tests will help 
your doctor decide whether you have 
lupus or something else. 

How Do I Find Out if I 
have Lupus?

A rash that covers the 
bridge of the nose, 

forehead, and cheeks 
is called a “butterfly 

rash.”

(continued next page)

❖ Other symptoms can be mouth sores,  
unexplained seizures (convulsions/fits), “seeing 
things” (hallucinations), repeated miscarriages, 
and unexplained kidney problems
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❖ Medical History – Tell the doctor about 
your symptoms and other problems you have 
had can help him or her understand your situ-
ation. Your history can provide clues to your 
disease.

❖ Complete physical exam – The doctor will 
look for rashes and other signs that some-
thing is wrong.

❖ Laboratory tests – testing of blood and 
urine samples often show if your immune 
system is overactive.

❖ Skin or kidney biopsy – In a biopsy, tissue 
that is removed by a minor surgical proce-
dure is examined under a microscope. Skin 
and kidney tissue examined in this way can 
show signs of an autoimmune disease.

Your primary care physician may also 
refer you to a rheumatologist specialist. A 
rheumatologist is a doctor who specializes 
in treating immune diseases that affects the 
joints and muscles like lupus. 

 In some cases, a dermatologist, a doc-
tor who specializes in treating disease that 
affect the skin, may help in diagnosis and 
treatment.

continued from previous page
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How Do I Cope With Lupus?  

You need to find out what works best for  
you. A rheumatologist may have the best 

treatment plan for you and will work along with 
your primary care physician. Other health profession-
als can help you deal with different aspects of lupus. 
They may include psychologists, occupational thera-
pists, dermatologists and dieticians. Doing exercises 
with a physical therapist may make you feel better.

Dealing with a long-lasting disease like lupus 
can be hard on the emotions. You might think that 
your friends, family and coworkers do not under-
stand how you feel. Sadness and anger are common 
reactions. If you are depressed, sometimes medicine 
is needed and counseling can help.

People with lupus have limited energy and 
must manage it wisely. Ask your health care team 
about ways to cope with fatigue. Most people feel 
better if they manage their rest and work and take 
their medicine.

Here are some tips:

❖ Pay attention to your body. Slow down and 
stop before you are too tired.

❖ Learn to pace yourself. Spread your work and 
other activities out.

❖ Don’t blame yourself for your fatigue. It is part 

(continued next page)



of the disease.
❖ Consider support groups and counseling. They can 

help you realize that you are not alone. Group mem-
bers teach one another how to cope.

❖ Consider  support from your family and other com-
munity groups.

It’s true that staying healthy is harder when you have 
lupus. You need to pay close attention to your body, mind 
and spirit. Having a chronic disease is stressful. People 
cope with stress differently. Some of these approaches 
may help: 

❖ Stay involved in social activities.
❖ Practice techniques such as meditation and yoga.
❖ Set priorities for spending time and energy.

* Exercising is another approach that can help you cope 
with lupus.

❖ Stretching can help you maintain normal joint 
movement and relieve stiffness. This helps  
maintain and increase flexibility.

❖ Weight lifting exercises help maintain or increase 
muscle strength. Strong muscles help support and 
protect joints affected by lupus.

❖ Brisk walking or jogging exercises improve  
cardiovascular fitness, help control weight and im-
prove overall function.

* Check with your health care provider before beginning  

   an exercise program.

continued from previous page
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Resources

These organizations all publish brochures  
and are available free of charge. Some offer 

information that can be downloaded off their web 
sites. If they have a local chapter, these organi-
zations offer patient information free of charge 
at their offices and may sponsor local support 
groups.

Department of Health and Human 
Services (DHHS) On-line Resources 
internet sites:

❖ HealthFinder the DHHS site for consumer 
health information 
www.HealthFinder.gov

❖ Combined Health Information Database 
The National Institute of Health (NIH) and 
the Centers for Disease Control and  
Prevention (CDC) database of sources for 
consumer health information 
http://chid.nih.gov

❖ Lupus Foundation of America 
1300 Piccard Drive, Suite 200 
Rockville, MD 20850 
Phone: 301-670-9292 or 1-800-558-0121 
(free of charge) 
Or your local chapter listed  
in the telephone book www.lupus.org

continued on next page
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Resources

❖ Arthritis Foundation 
1330 West Peachtree Street 
Atlanta, GA 30309 
Phone 404-872-7100 or 1-800-283-7800 
(free of charge) 
Or your local chapter listed in the  
telephone book 
www.arthritis.org

❖ American Autoimmune Related  
Diseases Association 
National Office 
22100 Gratiot Avenue 
Eastpoint, MI 48021 
1-800-598-4668 (free of charge) 
www.aarda.org

❖ American College of Rheumatology 
1800 Century Place, Suite 250 
Atlanta, GA 30345 
Phone 404-633-3777 
Fax: 404-633-1870 
www.rheumatology.org

❖ SLE Foundation 
149 Madison Avenue, Suite 205 
New York, NY 10016 
Phone: 212-685-4118 or 1-800-74-LUPUS 
(745-8787) (free of charge) 
www.lupusny.org
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❖ American Academy of Dermatology 
930 North Meacham Road 
Schaumburg, IL 60168-4014 
Phone: 847-330-0230 or 1-888-462-3376 
(free of charge) 
Fax: 847-330-0050 
www.aad.org

❖ American Academy of Orthopaedic Sur-
geons 
P.O. Box 2058 
Des Plaines, IL 60017 
Phone 1-800-824-BONE  
(free of charge) 
www.aaos.org
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Symptom Checklist
Use this page to make notes about your symptoms. Put an “X” next 
the symptoms you have. Note when you experience them. Then take 
this page with you for reference when you visit your doctor.

Symptom X Where? When did you How often? Recent 
          first notice?                    dates

Example: X face and 2 years ago    Once or twice   6/8/02
   chest              twice a  10/11/02
        month 5/08/03

Red rash or 
color change

Painful or  swol-
len joints

Unexplained 
fever

Chest pain with 
deep breathing

Unusual hair 
loss

Pale or purple 
fingers or toes

Sensitivity to 
sun

Extreme fatigue

 
Other



More Notes



National Indian Women’s 
Health Resource Center

23272 Highway 82
Park Hill, Oklahoma, 74451

(918)-456-6094
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