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Abstract: Fabry disease (FD) is a rare, recessive X-linked, multisystemic lysosomal storage disorder (LSD) that results from
a deficiency in the hydrolase alpha-galactosidase A (α-GalA) caused by a GLA gene variant. The progressive accumulation of the
glycosphingolipid globotriaosylceramide (Gb3) in organs such as skin, kidney, brain, joints, vascular walls and eyes are responsible for
the wide spectrum of clinical manifestations, often unspecific. In result, clinically relevant and life-threatening complications, such as
malignant ventricular arrhythmia, sudden cardiac death, end stage kidney failure and stroke may occur. In this review, we will describe
the clinical features and the current perspectives in the multidisciplinary management Of FD patients.
Keywords: Fabry disease, multidisciplinary care, alfa-galactosidase

Introduction
Fabry disease (FD) is a rare, recessive X-linked, multisystemic lysosomal storage disorder (LSD) that results from
a deficiency in the hydrolase alpha-galactosidase A (α-GalA) caused by a GLA gene variant. Also recognized as
Anderson-Fabry disease, it was initially described by doctors Johannes Fabry and William Anderson in 1898.1,2

FD is found in all races and regions worldwide, and its diagnosis frequency is difficult to obtain. Its birth prevalence
was initially estimated at 1:40.000–170.000 for the general population.3 However, neonatal screenings have found
a markedly higher incidence of FD than previously expected, with 1 to 3.000 males in Austria, 1 in 3.100 males reported
in Northwestern Italy, and 1 in 1.500 among males in Taiwan.4,5 Despite increased frequency in newborn screening, they
have mostly been suspected of having the later-onset phenotype. This review aims to describe the clinical features and
the current perspectives in the multidisciplinary management of FD patients.

Physiopathology
Currently, more than 1000 GLA gene variants were identified in the chromosomal region Xq22.1. In addition, there are
splicing alterations, deletions, translocations, complex gene rearrangement, and point missense variants, responsible for
60% of all changes with a single amino acid substitution in the α-GalA protein.6

The α-GalA deficiency in patient lysosomes with FD causes a progressive accumulation of the glycosphingolipid
globotriaosylceramide (Gb3), that starts in the fetal stage of development, into the plasma and lysosomes of a variety of
cells, particularly within the vascular endothelium and smooth muscle cells. Gb3 inclusion was detected in the fetal
kidney cardiomyocytes, cornea, and placental tissue suggesting a prenatal Gb3 lysosomal accumulation.7,8 This process
leads to significant cellular dysfunction, chronic inflammatory process, vessel occlusion, ischemia, and organ damage.

FD is characterized by a multidomain phenotype caused by GLA variants, missense, nonsense, small or large
deletions.9 The amount of α-Gal A substrate accumulated on an individual patient, along with its residual enzymatic
activity (< 1%) determines the disease severity in FD. Enzyme activity between 1 and 30%, leads to atypical phenotypes
of FD.10,11
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In addition, the correlations of genotype-phenotype in FD seems to suffer influence for several factors, such as the
high proportion of private mutation, the large intra and inter-familial phenotype heterogeneity associated with the same
mutation, and high prevalence disease-related complications.12 Therefore, variants associated with complete loss of
enzyme function seem to be associated with the “classic” phenotype. In contrast, residual enzyme activity may lead to
a slow progression of the disease, thought to be more related to the “late-onset” FD. Clinical symptoms may present at
any age with a broad phenotypic variability, even among patients with the same variants.

Clinical Presentation
The disorder has described two major phenotypes: “classic” and the “later-onset.” In the classic phenotype, affected
males have little or no residual α-GalA activity and present symptoms in early childhood, around 1 to 3 years old.8 In
addition, there are acroparesthesias and angiokeratoma- a characteristic skin rash in Anderson-Fabry disease consisting of
numerous tiny red lesions starting in the genital area and later becoming widespread; decreased sweating (hypohidrosis),
and heat intolerance. The initial clinical symptoms are followed by gastrointestinal symptoms, particularly diarrhea,
vomiting, abdominal pain, exercise intolerance, and ocular abnormalities (cornea verticillata), characteristic corneal
dystrophy caused by Gb3 accumulation. With aging, there’s progressive involvement of multiple systems such as kidneys
(renal insufficiency), heart (hypertrophic cardiomyopathy), and cerebrovascular disease such as transient ischemic attacks
and strokes predominantly in the vertebrobasilar system.7

FD may also present with mild nonspecific symptoms frequently affecting the musculoskeletal system. Peripheral
neuropathic pain, fever, arthritis, and elevated erythrocyte sedimentation rate (ESR) can also be observed.1–4. In the
absence of specific enzyme replacement therapy (ERT), the mean survival of patients is about 55 years for males and
nearly 70 years for females.13

The later-onset phenotype, previously called atypical variants of FD, is characterized by males with residual enzyme
activity that develop the disease in adulthood, between the fourth and seventh decade of life, with end-stage renal,
cardiovascular, or cerebrovascular diseases,14 but without acroparesthesias and angiokeratoma.15

Nonetheless, those patients may evolve with isolated cardiac or renal involvement due to specific GLA gene variants,
making the diagnosis even more difficult. Furthermore, the correlation between genotype-phenotype is not fully
established yet.15

As a recessive X-linked disease, it affects predominantly male patients. However, in the female carrier, clinical
manifestations range from mild to severe symptoms, attributed to the pattern of X-chromosome randomized inactivation
in each female cell.16 In addition, this process is a significant predictor of the natural history of the disease in female
patients.16

Diagnosis
These varieties of clinical presentation may influence the diagnostic methods, clinical signs, life expectancies, and
prognosis of FD patients. Nonetheless, heterozygous females have a better prognosis than affected males.

Although the α-Gal activity in plasma or leukocytes is the preferred method for diagnosis confirmation in male
patients, this method is frequently inconclusive in female patients with low to normal enzyme levels. Therefore, male
patients should have their diagnosis confirmed with enzyme titers, while female patients should have a direct genetic
test.16

Early diagnosis is essential for adequate treatment. In addition to screen family members, physicians must be aware of
the different phenotypes and clinical manifestations (Figure 1). Nonetheless, laboratory evaluation should be available
worldwide to support clinical suspicion.

Clinical Manifestations of FD by Organ Systems
Cardiac Involvement
The heart is commonly affected in FD. Therefore, cardiac involvement represents one of the major causes of morbidity
and mortality in adult patients with FD, and they are mainly related to the later-onset FD phenotype.17
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The most frequent heart manifestation and the most specific one related to FD is the left ventricle hypertrophy (LVH),
better defined initially as a concentric LVH caused by the accumulation of Gb3 leading to a ventricular wall thickening.
This structural process is followed by cardiac remodeling, and finally, eccentric hypertrophy. In some cases, it may mimic
hypertrophic cardiomyopathy.17 The prevalence of FD in hypertrophic cardiomyopathy patients ranges from 0.5–4%.18

FD also causes other cardiac abnormalities, including conduction abnormalities and valvular dysfunction.17

Conduction defects and arrhythmias are seen in childhood as early manifestations. They can be detected by ECG/
Holter, including a shortening of the PR interval, likely due to accelerated AV nodal conduction. Another early
manifestation of FD is diastolic dysfunction present throughout the disease and found in late stages.17 However, in
adults, rhythm disturbances such as supraventricular tachyarrhythmia, conduction defects, bradycardia, ventricular
arrhythmias, and sudden cardiac death are commonly associated with FD.19 In non-treated patients, they evolve to
structural abnormalities 5. There are descriptions of a high incidence of pacemaker implantation mainly due to
bradyarrhythmia.17 FD’s end cardiac stage is cardiac fibrosis, a severe and irreversible change associated with a poor
prognosis. According to a Taiwan study in 2016, 38.1% of males and 16.7% of females with late-onset FD had cardiac
fibrosis, even without LVH.20

Neurological, Cerebrovascular and Psychiatric Involvement
The pathophysiology underlying neurologic involvement in FD is still poorly delineated. The progressive accumulation
of Gb-3 within the endothelium and vascular smooth muscles of intracranial blood vessels causes vascular regulation and

Figure 1 Early diagnosis of FD involves family screening and genetic counselling, physician awareness and availability of genetic testing.
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endothelial dysfunctions, associated with multifocal involvement of small blood vessels, the proliferation of smooth
muscles cells, and higher incidence of thrombosis.21 However, secondary factors, including abnormalities in cerebral
blood flow velocity, prothrombotic state, and increased production of reactive oxygen species, have also been described
as contributing to the development of stroke in FD.22–24

Neuropathic pain is, in general, the earliest FD manifestation in childhood, described as earlier as three years old of
age or less.25 This pain is a distal, small fiber sensory peripheral neuropathy, characterized by acroparesthesias, burning
pain, sensory loss starting in the palms of the hands or the soles of the feet. The patients describe two types of pain:
a severe episodic burning pain that begins in the extremity and evolves to the entire body, lasting for hours or days and
resistant to analgesics, and a chronic pain characterized by burning and tingling, and paresthesia.26 The acute attacks
described are also called Fabry crises.27 In most patients, Fabry crises are triggered by sudden changes in temperature,
cold or heat exposure, exercises, fatigue, stress.28 For that reason, even the difference in skin temperature after a vigorous
workout is avoided by patients with the condition.29 In crises triggered or associated with fever, the patients may also
have an elevated erythrocyte sedimentation rate.

This pain is very frequent among adults with FD (80%) and also highly prevalent in heterozygous females within
their two first decades of life.27

The most frequent cerebrovascular abnormalities in FD are ischemic stroke and transient ischemic attacks, with up to
13–16% of the patients presenting those events over their life course.30 Although heterozygous females have shown to
have a higher frequency of cerebrovascular events27 initially, a comprehensive study has shown the stroke prevalence is
around 6.9% for FD males and 4.3% for FD females with the median age at the first stroke of 39 and 46 years,
respectively,31 which is consistent with males exhibiting an earlier and severe FD. Nonetheless, among the females who
had a stroke, 17% experienced their first stroke episode before 30 years old. Regardless, there are reports of early cerebral
involvement in an 8-year-old boy with white matter lesions on the brain magnetic resonance.32

Among patients with cryptogenic stroke, the prevalence of FD ranges from 0.6% to 11.1%, with an average of 4.5%
in men and 3.4% in women.33 Other cerebrovascular manifestations, ranging from mild to severe, were also reported in
FD patients, such as headaches, vascular dementia, vertigo/dizziness, hearing loss, transient ischemic attacks, cervical
dissection, thrombotic events;31 and hemorrhagic events with hemorrhagic strokes being described to be more common
among men (16.9%) than women (6.9%).34 Nonetheless, neuropsychiatric symptoms are described, such as depression,
learning difficulties, memory deficits, and despite remarkable structural alterations, individuals with FD only show mild
cognitive deficits.31

Neuroimaging findings of FD patients, including brain magnetic resonance (MR), helped better understand the
structural and cerebrovascular changes in FD. Although MR is the most used imaging, functional MR, MR spectroscopy,
transcranial Doppler, diffusor tensor imaging, and positron emission tomography can also be used in FD.14 There have
been reports of white matter lesions, periventricular, deep white matter changes, and small vascular infarctions, including
in older and recent events. Additionally, radiological findings may include large vessels ectasia and tortuosity
(dolichoectasia).14 Peculiar critical imaging related to neuroradiological aspects of FD is the pulvinar hyperintensities
on T1-weighted images.14 The above-described neurological lesions are unspecific and can also be associated with other
cardiovascular risk factors such as hypertension, coagulation cascade dysfunction, hyperlipidemia, or any aspect that
enhances atherogenesis.

Studies described the presence of severe depression, excessive guilt, fatigue, occupational difficulty, suicidal ideation,
and depressed mood in female patients with FD.35 In addition, cognitive decline and dementia were described in older
patients.36

Renal Involvement
The deposition of Gb3 occur in all renal cells, such as endothelial cells, vascular smooth muscle cells, mesangial cells,
podocytes, and distal tubular epithelial cells,37 and this accumulation has been noted as early as during fetal
development.31 The first signs of renal disease in affected males with the classic phenotype usually manifest between
10 and 20 years old. The Gb3 in the tubular epithelial cells is associated with an early concentration defect. The
deposition in podocytes, mesangial, and endothelial cells cause basal membrane thickening and glomerulosclerosis with
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microalbuminuria and subsequent proteinuria. Glomerular sclerosis exceeds 50% with tubulointerstitial damage progres-
sion between the third and fourth decades. With aging, between fourth- and fifth-decade males, patients develop chronic
renal insufficiency and end-stage renal failure.38 In heterozygous females and late-onset phenotypes, the age of
presentation of renal disease is variable, and the decline in filtering capacity is slower than in the classic phenotype. End-
stage renal failure is less prevalent in females with FD, despite some reported cases.29

Gastrointestinal Manifestations
Gastrointestinal (GI) symptoms are considered early clinical manifestations of FD in childhood, which usually persist
until adulthood. In some studies, GI problems were reported in 33% of males, and 20% of females with the classic
phenotype of FD,5 while males with later-onset phenotypes reported GI symptoms much less frequently at baseline as
compared with classic patients.39 Children’s frequent complaints are abdominal pain after meals, diarrhea, nausea,
vomits, and which can be a significant cause of anorexia. Pediatric patients, in general, alternate diarrhea, constipation,
bloating, and acute abdominal pain, frequently misdiagnosed with irritable bowel disease or appendicitis. Female carriers
become symptomatic in early childhood or adolescence.40

Dermatologic Involvement
The most common skin manifestations are angiokeratomas, telangiectasis, and hypohidrosis. Angiokeratoma is a tiny red
lesion, typically distributed on the posterior and anterior trunk, limbs, umbilicus, and genitals, but also can occur
anywhere, including lips, oral mucosa, and conjunctiva.31 They become more numerous and more prominent with age. It
is present in 66% of males, and 36% of female patients with the classic phenotype,14 generally beginning in adolescence.
Histologically, these small superficial angiomas are caused by dermal vessel dilatation, secondary to cumulative damage
of the vascular endothelial cells of the skin.41 The Fabry outcome Survey (FOS) reported telangiectasia and subcutaneous
edema in pediatric patients.41 Hypohidrosis was the most prominent sweat abnormality described in the FOS study, more
pronounced in adults. However, anhidrosis rarely occurred (25% of males and 4% of females) in younger patients. Both
are associated with heat intolerance.41

Ocular Involvement
FD’s most typical ocular involvement is the cornea verticillata, present in affected boys and more than 70% of carrier
females.7 These whorl-like, cream-colored opacities are in the corneal layers and distributed in a vortex pattern,
explaining the “cornea verticillata” denomination. This ocular abnormality is caused by the presence of intra-epithelial
deposits of dense laminated cytoplasmic inclusions, freely in the cytoplasm and membrane-bound.7

Retinal vessel tortuosity, conjunctival vascular changes, lenticular opacities, eyelid edema, optic atrophy, papille-
dema, peripapillary edema, nystagmus, internuclear ophthalmoplegia, and retinal vein occlusion were also described in
FD patients.42 Preliminary FOS data suggested that vessel tortuosity correlates with the progression of the systemic
disease, reflecting disease severity. However, there are too little available data to confirm this observation.7

Other Organs Involvement
Furthermore, as previously discussed, the α-Gal A deficiency results in multi-organ damage due to progressive
accumulation of glycosphingolipids, mainly globotriaosylceramide (Gb3), in different organs.7

Auditory problems such as tinnitus, and hearing loss, are more prevalent in girls (55%) than in boys (39%) with FD
and may present already in childhood.42

Pulmonary findings were also described in FD, such as dyspnea, wheezing, dry cough, sleep-disordered, considered
secondary to accumulation of glycolipids in small-medium sized airway cells, causing obstructive airway disease (with
or without restrictive changes). In the advanced stage of FD disease, patients may need additional chest X-ray/CT scan to
monitor lung abnormalities such as pulmonary infiltrations, fibrosis, and air trapping.36

Lymphatic tissue can present with lymphedema in all or part of a limb, below the eyes, and pitting edema, resulting
from an accumulation of glycolipids in the lymph vessels and fragmentation of the micro lymphatic network.41
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Among the musculoskeletal symptoms described in FD, there are chronic inflammatory joint and bone diseases. In
addition, there are descriptions of poly, oligo and monoarticular arthritis, gout, osteoporosis, and degenerative joint
conditions, as well as neurologic arthropathies such as Charcot’s foot,43 Heberden-like nodules,44 and myositis.45

Currently, there has been shown the coexistence of FD and autoimmune disease, such as systemic lupus
erythematosus,46 rheumatoid arthritis,47 autoimmune hypothyroidism,48 Ig A nephropathy,49 and granulomatosis with
polyangiitis.50 Patients with FD and rheumatic manifestations have a significant delay in FD diagnosis that can last up to
16 years or more. The most common associated mutations observed in FD patient cohort in Brazil, presenting with
rheumatic manifestations, were R118C and A143T.51 A recent study of our group observed a frequency of 1.12% of FD
in a cohort of juvenile idiopathic arthritis (JIA) patients.52

Therefore, to the wide spectrum of clinical manifestations, FD patients should be followed by multidisciplinary team
(Figure 2).

Therapy and Multidisciplinary Care
As a lysosomal X-linked disease that requires the α-Gal-A enzyme activity measurement in affected females or a genetic
study of the GLA gene in affected males, it is challenging to establish FD’s diagnosis, especially in early ages. A high
index of suspicion is necessary at the early stages of the disease, and screening in high-risk patients is a cost-effective
strategy for identifying FD patients.53

Once the diagnosis is established, the main goals of the FD young patient’s treatment must include eliminating Gb3
accumulation and alleviating the bothersome symptoms. Clinical trials have shown that Gb3 levels can be normalized in
different cells with the enzyme replacement therapy (ERT) with agalsidase-α (Replagal; Shire Human Genetic Therapies,
Cambridge, MA; 0.2 mg/kg per infusion) and agalsidase-β (Fabrazyme; Genzyme Corporation, Cam- bridge, MA, 1 mg/
kg per infusion), such as multiple renal cell types, and vascular endothelial cells of kidney, heart, and skin. Although, still

Figure 2 Multidisciplinary care in FD patients.
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a point to be discussed, some clinical studies suggested ERT benefit and safety in the pediatric population, as early as 2.5
years old.32 Subsequently, patients have also reported significant improvements in gastrointestinal symptoms, and
neuropathic pain, and normalization of heat intolerance/heat-pain, vibration detection thresholds, and sweat function
also have been reported.54 However, the ERT does not seem to affect cerebrovascular damages, which different
hypotheses could explain including small therapeutic effect of the ERT in the brain; or due to its size, the α-Gal
A enzyme (>100kd) replaced cannot reach the entire thickness of the blood vessels; or even, the short half-life of the
replaced enzyme (one to two days) and its intermittent replacement may be insufficient to control the Gb3
accumulation.55

In some trials, the ERT may slow the yearly decline in glomerular filtration rate and reduce the left ventricular mass.
However, little evidence exists that ERT can change cardiac disease, including rhythm and conduction defects and the
risk of cardiac death in adults. Once irreversible changes are established, as cardiac fibrosis, ERT may be no longer
effective.56 In patients refractory to ERT, the treatment goal is to stabilize the existing complications or slow their
progression to improve survival and quality of life.

In childhood, although there are no clear guidelines about when to start ERT, the newborn screening has brought the
possible early ERT onset.57 The main objective is to prevent symptoms and to decrease unnecessary medications. This
decision should be made in conjunction with the family and according to the clinical judgment of the physician specialist,
taking into consideration the family history and patient’s symptoms, phenotype, and genotype. The family should also be
aware that the disease causes an irreversible, progressive accumulation of Gb3 with end-organ damages and the possible
improvement with early ERT.53

It is valid to remember that most FD end-organs damages are nonspecific, and diagnosis and treatment of prevalent
diseases should be included in regular care (Figure 3).

Figure 3 Treatment aspects in FD.
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Patients should receive general recommendations such as smoking cessation, increased aerobic exercises, a heart-
healthy diet, and treatment of diabetes, hypertension, and dyslipidemia. However, no trials show substantial benefits of
those measurements in morbidity/mortality specific for FD.58 According to the Fabry Registry, hypertension is a strong
predictor of cardiovascular events such as myocardial infarction, heart failure, and cardiac-related death.59 When part of
the patient’s symptoms, it should be treated with angiotensin-converting enzyme inhibitors or angiotensin receptor
blockers for kidney protection. Another significant symptom is angina. Patients should receive calcium channel blockers,
nitrates, and low-dose aspirin. FD can cause bradyarrhythmia and chronotropic incompetence, though beta-blockers can
be used, however, with careful evaluation.60

FD’s proteinuria has been shown promising results when using the combination of angiotensin-converting enzyme
(ACE) inhibitors and angiotensin receptor blocker in association with ERT reducing proteinuria to less than 500mg/
24h.61 Blood pressure control is also imperative for kidney function preservation and prevention of other vascular
complications. For those with end-stage renal function, renal transplantation can be lifesaving, as in any other disorder. It
is worth the comment that many FD patients are diagnosed with the pre-scanning workup for a live donor or cadaver
renal transplant.54 Therefore, a nephrologist should be part of the multidisciplinary care of an FD patient.

Antiplatelet agents should be used to prevent strokes in patients with FD. Clopidogrel, aspirin, and long-acting
dipyridamole have been effective, especially on those patients with a family history of stroke. As discussed above, this is
a crucial point since the ERT does not reduce stroke incidence.54

Neuropathic pain decreases over time in adults and children, although no complete resolution of symptoms is
observed. Neurologist or pain specialist follow these patients and in general, the treatment consists of low-dose antic-
onvulsants (Neurontin, carbamazepine, gabapentin, and lamotrigine), alpha-lipoic acid with vitamin B complex, and
holistic therapy.62

A dermatology evaluation is valuable since FD’s skin manifestations are an essential feature of the disease.31 In
addition to support diagnosis, dermatologists follow-up are important in the symptomatic control of peripheral edema and
lymphedema and in the use of vascular lasers to improve the appearance and psychological impact of angiokeratomas.
Yet unfortunately, there are little data in FOS on the benefits of ERT on the skin. However, in general, the initial and
preliminary data on the effect of agalsidase alpha are encouraging.42

Pancreatic enzymes can prevent postprandial diarrhea in FD patients. The nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drug seems
to have lower effectiveness. In the case of associated chronic arthritis, methotrexate can be used with good results
(personal observations). Narcotics should be avoided, despite being effective for musculoskeletal and neuropathic pain.54

The increased presence of depression in FD patients prompts the need for a multidisciplinary approach, including
psychologists and psychiatrist. Therefore, further studies were recommended to establish the etiology, incidence, and
response to pharmacotherapy and psychotherapy in FD.35

Quality of Life in FD
Patients who suffer from FD have a lower quality of life (QoL) compared to healthy individuals. Neuropathic pain,
anhidrosis, ESRD and older age are predictors of decreased QoL.63 Studies analyzing ERT effect on QoL in FD are
inconclusive.63 Depressive symptoms, pain and sleep disorders are frequently observed in FD, associated with disease
severity, and interfere with QoL.64 Analysis of QoL and patient related outcomes (PRO) are essential in cost effective-
ness analyses and should be included in research agenda to aid in reimbursement decisions.

Conclusion
FD is a multi-organ disease resulting in several organ clinical manifestations with progressive and irreversible damages.
Therefore, a multidisciplinary team of experienced professionals should take care of FD patients. However, early
diagnosis is essential for adequate treatment. High index of suspicion is necessary by physicians to suspect of FD.
Laboratory tests have to widely available to support diagnosis.
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