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Does Early Treatment Prevent Deafness in Thiamine-
Responsive Megaloblastic Anaemia Syndrome?

Case Report

36

Introduction

Thiamine-responsive megaloblastic anaemia (TRMA;
OMIM 249270) syndrome is an autosomal recessive disorder
characterized by diabetes mellitus, megaloblastic anaemia,
and sensorineural deafness. The syndrome was first
described by Porter et al (1). Thirty years later, SLC19A2, the
gene encoding a high-affinity thiamine transporter protein
(THTR-1), was identified by three independent groups (2,3,4).
To date, 29 distinct mutations in this gene have been
described in a total of 70 reported patients (5). Progressive
hearing loss is one of the cardinal findings of the syndrome
and is known to be irreversible. However, most of the TRMA
cases reported to date have been diagnosed after infancy and
the hearing loss was already present in many at the time of
diagnosis. Here, we report a four-month-old female infant
who presented with megaloblastic anaemia and 
hyperglycemia and was diagnosed as a case of TRMA 
syndrome in the absence of hearing loss. Although treatment
with thiamine was started at an early age, development of
deafness at 20 months of age could not be prevented. 

Case Report 

A four-month-old girl presented to our clinic with vomiting
and pallor that was noticed about one month ago. She 
was born to nonconsanguineous parents at term after an
uneventful pregnancy with a birth weight of 3800 g. She was
the fourth child of the parents. The infant was breast-fed from
birth onwards. Family history was negative for diabetes,
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anaemia or deafness. On admission, the patient’s 
weight was 5800 g (25th percentile), height was 60 cm 
(25th percentile), and head circumference was 39.5 cm 
(25th percentile). Physical examination findings were 
normal, except for pallor. Audiological and ophthalmological
examinations were also normal. Laboratory investigations
showed anaemia, thrombocytopenia and hyperglycemia.
White blood cell count was 7 000/μL with 70% lymphocytes.
Other haematological findings: Hb 6.6 g/dL, Hct 20.6%, MCV
96.3 fL, platelets 50 000/μL. Reticulocyte count was 1%.
Blood smear revealed anisocytosis, poikilocytosis, and
macrocytic erythrocytes along with some polynucleated
cells. Biochemical findings were: glucose  280 mg/dL, ALT
25 U/L, AST 35 U/L, BUN 10 mg/dL, creatinine 0.5 mg/dL, Ca
9.0 mg/dL, P 4 mg/dL, Na 132 mmol/L, and K 5 mmol/L.
Blood gas analysis was normal. On follow-up, blood glucose
levels were found to show small changes, around 
200 mg/dL. HbA1c level was 5% (N: 3.5-6.5), while insulin
and C-peptide levels were 0.9 mIU/mL (N: 4-16) and 0.05
ng/mL (N: 0.20-0.52), respectively. Folic acid and vitamin B12
levels were normal being 7.25 ng/mL (N: 3-17) and 626
pg/mL (N: 193-985), respectively. Vitamin B1 level was 13.5
μg/L (N: 28-85).

Examination of the bone marrow aspirate specimen
demonstrated increased megaloblastic erythropoiesis and
megakaryopoiesis.

The otoacoustic emission test, which was performed at
neonatal screening for deafness, was normal. The repeated
test as auditory evoked brainstem responses (ABRs) at the
onset of the disease was also normal. 

The findings of severe macrocytic anaemia, 
thrombocytopenia and hyperglycemia led us to consider a
presumptive diagnosis of TRMA, and oral thiamine therapy in
a dose of 100 mg/day was started. Hyperglycemia resolved
three days later. Haemoglobin levels increased gradually and
reached 10.6 g/dL by day 16 of the treatment. Platelet count
also increased and normalized within 5 days. The diagnosis
of TRMA was confirmed by molecular genetic testing, which
showed a homozygous mutation in SLC19A2 gene with 
two-base-pair deletion and three-base insertion,
566_567delGCinsTCT, that results in Insdel 189fs/ter239..

At the follow-up visit at age 20 months, the patient, 
who had been receiving 100 mg/day of oral thiamine 
supplementation, had neither anaemia nor hyperglycemia.
Her somatic and motor development was appropriate for
age, but she could utter only a few words. The parents were
not aware of any hearing loss. ABR test was performed and
bilateral moderate sensorineural hearing loss was detected.
The patient was referred to an otolaryngologist for evaluation
for hearing device implantation.

Discussion 

Thiamine pyrophosphate, also known as vitamin B1, is a
coenzyme required for several key steps in intermediary
metabolism (6). The deficiency of SLC19A2 gene product
THTR-1 results in defective transport of thiamine into cells (7).

TRMA syndrome is an autosomal recessive disorder
characterized by diabetes mellitus, megaloblastic anaemia,
and sensorineural deafness. In addition to these cardinal
components, other findings including thrombocytopenia,
pancytopenia, optic atrophy, retinal degeneration, situs 
inversus, cardiomyopathy, arrhythmias, congenital heart
defects, and stroke have been reported in association with
TRMA syndrome (8,9,10,11). In our patient, megaloblastic
anaemia was accompanied by thrombocytopenia and both
responded well to the treatment with thiamine within two
weeks. Cardiological and ophthalmological examinations
revealed no pathology. The gene SCL19A2 causing TRMA
syndrome has been mapped to chromosome 1q23.2-23.3
(12). To date, 29 distinct clinical mutations have been 
identified in SLC19A2 comprising point mutations, as well as
premature truncations resulting from missense, nonsense,
frameshift, and very recently, from compound heterozygous
mutations (5). We found a homozygous mutation with 
two-base-pair deletion and three-base insertion,
566_567delGCinsTCT, which results in Insdel 189fs/ter239.
It is predicted to be null. The mutation found in this case has
been recently described as a novel mutation in another
Turkish family unrelated to our patient and living in a different
geographical area. That patient was diagnosed at age 
two years and, contrary to our case, had already developed
deafness (13). We suggest that a not-yet-determined founder
effect for this allele may be responsible for the difference in
the timing of development of deafness.  

Diabetes mellitus in TRMA syndrome is due to a 
nonimmune mechanism and is most likely secondary 
to impairment of islet cell function caused by intracellular 
thiamine deficiency. In this syndrome, diabetes usually 
develops in early childhood and the response to thiamine
treatment is variable (14). At puberty, probably due to
increased β-cell apoptosis, insulin may be required in addition
to thiamine treatment to control diabetes (15). Although 
diabetic ketoacidosis is rare in TRMA patients, it can occur
even in prepubertal ages if thiamine supplementation is
insufficient (16). Although the initial levels of serum insulin
and C-peptide were low in our case, hyperglycemia resolved
in three days by thiamine treatment only. Insulin was 
not required and hyperglycemia did not recur during the 
follow-up period of about two years.

Sensorineural deafness is one of the cardinal findings of
TRMA syndrome. A high-affinity transporter protein 
is expressed in the inner hair cells within the cochlea (17). 
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To further study the disease, a mouse model of TRMA was 
created with targeted disruption of SCL19A2 gene (18). In
their study describing auditory phenotype of this mouse line,
Liberman et al (19) demonstrated selective loss of inner hair
cells after 1-2 weeks on low-thiamine diet, which is an
uncommon pattern for sensorineural hearing loss. Obviously,
the degree of inner hair cell loss depended on the duration
and magnitude of thiamine deprivation. Interestingly, they
showed normal cochlear function in these mutants when
maintained on a high-thiamine diet. In another animal study,
Oishi et al (20) showed that ABR thresholds were markedly
high in SCL19A2 (-/-) mice on thiamine-free diet, while normal
in thiamine-fed SCL19A2 (-/-) mice and in the wild types.
These findings may support the hypothesis that early 
treatment with thiamine can prevent hearing loss in patients
with SLC19A2 gene mutations. Initially, we speculated that
the hearing loss in the present case might have been 
prevented by early treatment. Unfortunately, despite the 
regular thiamine supplementation (100 mg/day), deafness
developed at age 20 months. 

Since patients usually present to a clinic at a late stage, it
is difficult to define the actual time of symptom onset. Mild
hearing loss may not be noticed by parents in the early
months of life, therefore, all infants should be evaluated by
hearing tests. In our patient, the initial otoacoustic emission
test, which was performed at neonatal screening for 
deafness, was normal. The ABRs measured at age four
months were also normal. However, the repeated test (ABR)
performed at 20 months of age, when the patient was under
regular thiamine treatment, showed bilateral moderate 
sensorineural hearing loss. Long-term follow-up findings of
three patients with TRMA have been reported recently (21).
Two of these patients were already deaf on presentation, but
the youngest one was symptom-free till hyperglycemia
developed at age 3. Although thiamine treatment was 
started at that age, hearing loss occurred at age 5. 

In prior reports, all patients with mutations in SLC19A2
were homozygous. In a very recent paper, Bergmann et al (5)
reported for the first time four compound heterozygous
mutations. Interestingly, two of these patients possessed
less severe hearing phenotype-one had normal hearing even
at age 15 and the other one had only minimal hearing loss at
age 30. It was not clarified whether these milder 
phenotypes were attributable to compound heterozygosity.
Our patient had a known homozygous mutation in SLC19A2.
To our knowledge, there is no case report published in the 
literature with such mild hearing phenotype among TRMA
patients with homozygous mutations.

Recently, a one-month-old female patient with TRMA
syndrome who presented without diabetes or hearing loss
and did not develop deafness until 32 months of age was
reported from Turkey (22). The mutation identified in that
case, 242insA, was different from the one in our patient. The

authors suggest that deafness was prevented by early 
diagnosis and treatment, but we believe further follow-up is
needed to confirm this conclusion. 

The dose of thiamine necessary to treat or prevent the
symptoms of TRMA syndrome and the timing of therapy are
not yet clarified. The time of onset of histopathological
changes caused by intracellular thiamine deprivation is also
not known. Theoretically, these alterations may begin even in
intrauterine life. However, it seems logical to assume that
the earlier the treatment starts, the better the response will
be in these patients. 

In conclusion, TRMA syndrome should be kept in mind in
the differential diagnosis of hyperglycemia coexistent with
megaloblastic anaemia. Deafness, a cardinal component of
the syndrome, may not be present at the onset of the 
disease in infancy. Early institution of   appropriate thiamine
supplementation does not appear to prevent hearing loss in
these patients. However, it still needs to be proven whether
early treatment with higher doses of thiamine can prevent
deafness. As the number of cases diagnosed with TRMA
syndrome at a very early age increases, the role of thiamine
in prevention of deafness will be further elucidated by future
studies.

Acknowledgement
The authors are grateful to Mr Neufeld (Division 

of Hematology, Children’s Hospital, Boston, MA) for 
performing genetic testing of the patient. 

References

1. Porter FS, Rogers LE, Sidbury JB Jr. Thiamine responsive
megaloblastic anaemia. J Pediatr 1969;74:494-504. [Abstract] 

2. Diaz GA, Banikazemi M, Oishi K, Desnick RJ, Gelb BD.
Mutations in a new gene encoding a thiamine transporter
cause thiamine-responsive megaloblastic anaemia 
syndrome. Nat Genet 1999;22:309-312. [Abstract] 

3. Labay V, Raz T, Baron D, Mandel H, Williams H, Barrett T,
Szargel R, McDonald L, Shalata A, Nosaka K, Gregory S,
Cohen N. Mutations in SLC19A2 cause thiamine-responsive
megaloblastic anaemia associated with diabetes mellitus and
deafness. Nat Genet 1999;22:300-304. [Full Text] 

4. Fleming JC, Tartaglini E, Steinkamp MP, Schorderet DF,
Cohen N, Neufeld EJ. The gene mutated in thiamine-
responsive anaemia with diabetes and deafness (TRMA)
encodes a functional thiamine transporter. Nat Genet 1999;
22:305-308. [Full Text]

5. Bergmann AK, Sahai I, Falcone JF, Fleming J, Bagg A,
Borgna-Pignati C, Casey R, Fabris L, Hexner E, Mathews L,
Ribeiro ML, Wierenga KJ, Neufeld EJ. Thiamine-responsive
megaloblastic anaemia: identification of novel compound
heterozygotes and mutation update. J Pediatr 2009;
155:888-892. [Abstract] / [Full Text] / [PDF]

6. Singleton CK, Martin PR. Molecular mechanisms of thiamine
utilization. Curr Mol Med 2001;1:197-207. [Abstract] / 
[Full Text] 

7. Stagg AR, Fleming JC, Baker MA, Sakamoto M, Cohen N,
Neufeld EJ. Defective high-affinity thiamine transporter leads
to cell death in thiamine responsive megaloblastic anaemia
syndrome fibroblasts. J Clin Invest 1999;103:723-729.
[Abstract] / [Full Text] / [PDF]

38

Ak›n L et al.
TRMA and Deafness

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/5767338,
http://www.nature.com/ng/journal/v22/n3/full/ng0799_309.html
http://www.nature.com/ng/journal/v22/n3/full/ng0799_300.html
http://www.nature.com/ng/journal/v22/n3/full/ng0799_305.html
http://www.jpeds.com/article/S0022-3476%2809%2900571-X/abstract
http://www.jpeds.com/article/S0022-3476%2809%2900571-X/abstract
http://www.jpeds.com/article/S0022-3476(09)00571-X/fulltext
http://download.journals.elsevierhealth.com/pdfs/journals/0022-3476/PIIS002234760900571X.pdf
http://www.benthamdirect.org/pages/dla-login.php
http://www.benthamdirect.org/pages/content.php?CMM/2001/00000001/00000002/0003M.SGM
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC408117/?report=abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC408117/?tool=pubmed
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC408117/pdf/JCI9903895.pdf
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WNG-49D21V7-2&_user=10&_coverDate=10%2F31%2F2003&_rdoc=1&_fmt=high&_orig=search&_origin=search&_sort=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=a4a859faa73336ee6732359ccc9a1192&searchtype=a
http://www.springerlink.com/content/r6n804x104tn9303/#
http://hmg.oxfordjournals.org/content/11/23/2951.abstract
http://www.jpeds.com/article/S0022-3476%2809%2900052-3/abstract
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19817279


8. Meire FM, Van Genderen MM, Lemmens K, Ens-Dokkum
MH. Thiamine-responsive megaloblastic anaemia syndrome
(TRMA) with cone-rod dystrophy. Ophthalmic Genet 2000;
21:243-250. [Abstract] 

9. Lorber A, Gazit AZ, Khoury A, Schwartz Y & Mandel H.
Cardiac manifestations in thiamine-responsive megaloblastic
anaemia syndrome. Paediatric Cardiology 2003;24 476-481.
[Abstract] / [PDF]

10. Bazarbachi A, Muakkit S, Ayas M, Taher A, Salem Z, Solh H,
Haidar JH. Thiamine responsive myelodysplasia. Br J
Haematol 1998;102:1098-1100. [Abstract] / [Full Text] / [PDF]

11. Villa V, Rivellese A, Di Salle F, Iovine C, Poggi V, Capaldo B.
Acute ischemic stroke in a young woman with the thiamine-
responsive megaloblastic anaemia syndrome. J Clin
Endocrinol Metab 2000;85:947-949. [Full Text] / [PDF]

12. Neufeld EJ, Mandel H, Raz T, Szargel R, Yandava CN,
Stagg A, Fauré S, Barrett T, Buist N, Cohen N. Localization of
the gene for thiamine-responsive megaloblastic anaemia 
syndrome, on the long arm of chromosome 1, by 
homozygosity mapping. Am J Hum Genet 1997;61:
1335-1341. [Full Text] / [PDF]

13. Yeflilkaya E, Bideci A, Temizkan M, Kaya Z, Camurdan O, Koç
A, Bozkaya D, Koçak U, Cinaz P. A novel mutation in the
SLC19A2 gene in a Turkish female with thiamine-responsive
megaloblastic anaemia syndrome. J Trop Pediatr 2009;
55:265-267. [Abstract] 

14. Ozdemir MA, Akcakus M, Kurtoglu S, Gunes T, Torun YA.
TRMA syndrome (thiamine-responsive megaloblastic
anaemia): a case report and review of the literature. Pediatr
Diabetes 2002;3:205-209. [Abstract] / [Full Text] / [PDF]

15. Ricketts CJ, Minton JA, Samuel J, Ariyawansa I, Wales JK,
Lo IF, Barrett TG. Thiamine-responsive megaloblastic
anaemia syndrome: long-term follow-up and mutation 
analysis of seven families. Acta Paediatr 2006;95:99-104.
[Abstract] 

16. Kurtoglu S, Hatipoglu N, Keskin M, Kendirci M, Akcakus M.
Thiamine withdrawal can lead to diabetic ketoacidosis in 
thiamine responsive megaloblastic anemia: report of two 
siblings. J Pediatr Endocrinol Metab 2008; 21:393-397.
[Abstract] 

17.Fleming JC, Steinkamp MP, Kawatsuji R, Tartaglini E, Pinkus
JL, Pinkus GS, Fleming MD, Neufeld EJ. Characterization of
a murine high-affinity thiamine transporter, SLC19A2. Mol
Genet Metab 2001;74:273-280. [Full Text] / [PDF]

18. Fleming JC, Tartaglini E, Kawatsuji R, Yao D, Fujiwara Y,
Bednarski JJ, Fleming MD, Neufeld EJ. Male infertility and
thiamine dependent erythroid hypoplasia in mice lacking 
thiamine transporter SLC19A2. Mol Genet Metab
2003;80:234-241. [Abstract] / [Full Text] / [PDF]

19. Liberman MC, Tartaglini E, Fleming JC, Neufeld EJ. Deletion
of SLC19A2, the high affinity thiamine transporter, causes
selective inner hair cell loss and an auditory neuropathy 
phenotype. J Assoc Res Otolaryngol 2006;7:211-217. 
[Abstract] 

20. Oishi K, Hofmann S, Diaz GA, Brown T, Manwani D, Ng L,
Young R, Vlassara H, Ioannou YA, Forrest D, Gelb BD.
Targeted disruption of SLC19A2, the gene encoding the 
high-affinity thiamine transporter Thtr-1, causes diabetes
mellitus, sensorineural deafness and megaloblastosis in
mice. Hum Mol Genet 2002;11:2951-2960. [Abstract] / 
[Full Text] / [PDF]

21. Borgna-Pignatti C, Azzalli M, Pedretti S. Thiamine-responsive
megaloblastic anaemia syndrome: long term follow-up.
J Pediatr 2009;155:295-957. [Abstract] / [Full Text] / [PDF]

22. Onal H, Barifl S, Ozdil M, Yeflil G, Altun G, Ozyilmaz I, Aydin
A, Celkan T. Thiamine-responsive megaloblastic anaemia:
early diagnosis may be effective in preventing deafness. Turk
J Pediatr 2009;51:301-304. [Abstract] 

39

Ak›n L et al.
TRMA and Deafness

] / [PDF]

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/11135496
http://www.springerlink.com/content/cj22uk4g8djxtfq9/
http://www.springerlink.com/content/cj22uk4g8djxtfq9/fulltext.pdf
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2141.1998.00861.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2141.1998.00861.x/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1046/j.1365-2141.1998.00861.x/pdf
http://jcem.endojournals.org/cgi/content/full/85/3/947
http://jcem.endojournals.org/cgi/reprint/85/3/947
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1716091/?tool=pubmed
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1716091/pdf/ajhg00012-0131.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18614593
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1034/j.1399-5448.2002.30407.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1034/j.1399-5448.2002.30407.x/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1034/j.1399-5448.2002.30407.x/pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16373304
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18556972
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WNG-45B59MT-W&_user=10&_coverDate=09%2F30%2F2001&_rdoc=1&_fmt=high&_orig=search&_origin=search&_sort=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=f1e148fbefc8b2ff623ec3e224db3386&searchtype=a
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=MImg&_imagekey=B6WNG-45B59MT-W-1&_cdi=6962&_user=10&_pii=S109671920193241X&_origin=search&_coverDate=09%2F30%2F2001&_sk=999259998&view=c&wchp=dGLzVzb-zSkzS&md5=8fb92a36d4e7d4fcca7a99fdabd24bc5&ie=/sdarticle.pdf
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WNG-49D21V7-2&_user=10&_coverDate=10%2F31%2F2003&_rdoc=1&_fmt=high&_orig=search&_origin=search&_sort=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=a4a859faa73336ee6732359ccc9a1192&searchtype=a
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=ArticleURL&_udi=B6WNG-49D21V7-2&_user=10&_coverDate=10%2F31%2F2003&_rdoc=1&_fmt=full&_orig=search&_origin=search&_cdi=6962&_sort=d&_docanchor=&view=c&_acct=C000050221&_version=1&_urlVersion=0&_userid=10&md5=1c3d2ab7203f3ed7cfb2755a8cbcb120&searchtype=a
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science?_ob=MImg&_imagekey=B6WNG-49D21V7-2-K&_cdi=6962&_user=10&_pii=S1096719203001410&_origin=search&_coverDate=10%2F31%2F2003&_sk=999199998&view=c&wchp=dGLzVlb-zSkWb&md5=50c38920508f802e23714d4075f59e99&ie=/sdarticle.pdf
http://www.springerlink.com/content/r6n804x104tn9303/#
http://hmg.oxfordjournals.org/content/11/23/2951.abstract
http://hmg.oxfordjournals.org/content/11/23/2951.long
http://hmg.oxfordjournals.org/content/11/23/2951.full.pdf+html
http://www.jpeds.com/article/S0022-3476%2809%2900052-3/abstract
http://www.jpeds.com/article/S0022-3476(09)00052-3/fulltext
http://download.journals.elsevierhealth.com/pdfs/journals/0022-3476/PIIS0022347609000523.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19817279
http://www.springerlink.com/content/r6n804x104tn9303/fulltext.pdf

