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COMMENTARY 

First global guideline of the World Health Organization on 

pregnancy care in sickle cell disease: Balancing maternal 

equity and ethical accountability 
 

 

 

Key messages 

The WHO’s first global guideline on sickle cell disease in pregnancy (2025) provides both clinical clar-

ity and ethical accountability, offering a pathway toward safe, equitable, and dignified maternal care, 

especially in resource-limited settings. However, the challenges of turning the recommendations into 

actions need political will and strategic investments.  
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Table 1 Summarising the World Health Organization 2025 guideline’s key clinical interventions, ethical principles, and system-level requirements  

Clinical focus area Key WHO recommendations Public health and ethical rationale 

Antenatal pharmacological care • Daily folic acid: 5 mg (non-malaria zones); 400 µg with  sulfadoxine–pyrimethamine  
• Iron only if deficiency documented  
• Prophylactic transfusion for women with prior severe crises 

• Prevents adverse effects of excess folate  
• Preserves antimalarial efficacy  
• Minimizes crisis recurrence while balancing transfusion risks 

Hydroxycarbamide use • May continue/reinitiate after first trimester  
• Shared decision-making approach 

• Promotes autonomy and individualized care  
• Moves beyond outdated blanket contraindications 

Pain management strategy • Individualized pain plans  
• Paracetamol, NSAIDs, opioids as per gestational stage/history 

• Counters undertreatment of SCD pain  
• Respects patient preferences, reduces stigma, avoids misuse 

Inpatient management protocols • Careful fluid monitoring  
• Thromboprophylaxis unless contraindicated  
• Serial fetal scans: 24 wks (4-weekly to 32 wks), then 3-weekly 

• Prevents pulmonary edema  
• Reduces thromboembolic risk  
• Enables early detection of fetal growth restriction 

Labour and delivery planning • Vaginal birth preferred unless contraindicated  
• Birth timing based on maternal–fetal risk and maternal preference 

• Reduces unnecessary cesarean sections  
• Promotes safe, dignified, patient-centered delivery 

Postnatal and interpregnancy care • Monitor thrombotic complications  
• Newborn SCD screening  
• Breastfeeding support, contraception, early hydroxyurea reintegration 

• Ensures maternal–newborn continuity of care  
• Supports safe reproductive planning  
• Promotes long-term disease control and parenting goals 

Health system strengthening • Invest in diagnostics, safe blood access, multidisciplinary teams, antenatal infra-
structure 

• Addresses systemic inequities  
• Calls for sustainable policy action in LMICs 

Global health equity and research 
inclusion 

• Frame SCD in pregnancy as maternal equity issue  
• Include pregnant/lactating women in SCD trials 

• Corrects historical research exclusion  
• Advances reproductive justice and global accountability 
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