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ABSTRACT

Gitelman syndrome is a rare renal tubule disease characterized by hypokalaemia, metabolic alkalosis, hypomagnesaemia, hypocalciuria and 

normal blood pressure. It shows autosomal recessive inheritance and is usually not diagnosed until late childhood or adulthood. We report 

the case of 34-year-old woman who at 21 weeks of pregnancy was admitted to the gynaecology department for abdominal pain, muscle 

cramps and weakness. Routine blood tests showed hypokalaemia (2.32 mEq/l), hypomagnesaemia (1.18 mEq/l), compensated metabolic 

alkalosis (pH 7.439, bicarbonate 26.1 mmol/l), increased urinary magnesium excretion (140.25 mg/day, normal range 73–122 mg/day) and 

reduced urinary calcium excretion (49.25 mg/day, normal range 100–250 mg/day). In light of these findings, the patient was diagnosed with 

Gitelman syndrome and optimum potassium and magnesium levels were maintained with oral supplements.

LEARNING POINTS

• Gitelman syndrome is a rare genetic disease which can affect women of childbearing age.

• There is no evidence-based treatment algorithm for treating pregnant patients with Gitelman syndrome.

• Electrolyte disturbances and their treatment in pregnant patients can be challenging since many drugs have limited safety data.
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CASE DESCRIPTION 

We report the case of 34-year-old woman who at 21 weeks of pregnancy was admitted to the gynaecology department with abdominal 

pain, muscle cramps and weakness. Her history was unremarkable except for hypothyroidism. Her vital signs and physical examination were 

normal, but routine blood tests revealed electrolyte disturbances: her serum potassium level was 2.32 mEq/l (normal range 3.5–5.1 mEq/l) 

and her magnesium level was 1.18 mEq/l (1.8–2.6 mEq/l). As the patient was symptomatic, 80 mEq potassium chloride was administered 

intravenously and her symptoms gradually improved.

The patient was referred to the internal medicine department for investigation of the hypokalaemia. She had no history of drug use other 

than iodine, folic acid, iron and levothyroxine sodium replacement. There was no family history of renal disease, and renal ultrasound and 

function tests were in the normal range. The results of a 24-hour urine test revealed calcium excretion 49.25 mg/day (normal range 100–250 

mg/day), magnesium excretion 140.25 mg/day (73–122 mg/day), potassium excretion 82.5 mEq/day (25–125 mEq/day), sodium excretion 

260 mEq/day and chloride excretion 257.5 mEq/day. Blood gas analysis showed compensated metabolic alkalosis (pH 7.439, HCO
3
 26 mol/l, 

pCO
2 

45 mmHg). The serum renin level was 30.25 pg/ml and the aldosterone level was 130 pg/ml, which were both within the normal range.
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In light of the above results, the patient was diagnosed with Gitelman syndrome (GS). During hospitalization, she was treated with daily 

intravenous potassium chloride (120 mEq/day) and magnesium sulfate (3 g/day). At follow-up, her potassium level ranged between 2.5 and 

3.7 mEq/l and her magnesium level between 1.18 and 1.86 mg/dl. She remained asymptomatic. Intravenous treatment was then changed to 

oral supplementation, which maintained optimal electrolyte levels. The patient was discharged on 80 mEq/day oral potassium citrate and 

365 mg/day oral magnesium sulfate and advised to consume a potassium-rich diet. 

DISCUSSION

GS is an autosomal-recessive disorder which affects the NaCl cotransporter located at the distal renal tubules and was first described in 

1966 by Gitelman et al.[1]. It is characterized by hypokalaemia, hypomagnesaemia, metabolic alkalosis and low urinary calcium excretion. In 

most cases high blood pressure is not present but there are disturbances in the renin-angiotensin-aldosterone axis. The condition is caused 

by a mutation in the SLC12A3 gene on chromosome 16 which results in a loss of function in the sodium-chloride cotransporter in the distal 

tubules[2,3]. This loss of function induces potassium and magnesium wasting and eventually results in hypokalaemia and hypomagnesaemia. 

Since the renin-angiotensin-aldosterone axis is hyperactive in GS, we expected a high renin concentration in our patient, but levels were in 

the normal range.

GS can affect women of childbearing age, but there is little information in the literature on the management of pregnant patients with this 

syndrome. Normalization of electrolytes can be a challenge in normal patients with GS, and even more so in pregnant patients with GS 

as their renal function undergoes significant changes[4]. Nevertheless, most patients have healthy pregnancies and favourable outcomes, 

although a few adverse fetal outcomes have been reported in the literature[5–7]. Pregnancy itself increases the potassium and magnesium 

needs of the body as documented by many researchers including Talaulikar et al. in 2005, who reported a sixfold increase in the potassium 

and magnesium demands of their patient[8]. Since hyperemesis gravidarum can increase hyperkalaemia, pregnant patients with GS should 

be carefully monitored. However, Basu et al. suggested that normalization of potassium and magnesium levels is not essential for a good 

obstetric and fetal outcome[9]. Consequently, asymptomatic patients can be merely observed without therapy, but symptomatic patients 

exhibiting fatigue, cramps and tetany should be treated immediately. Oral potassium and magnesium supplements are still the cornerstones 

of therapy[8]. When these supplements are insufficient, potassium-sparing diuretics can be an option. Spironolactone is a category C drug in 

pregnancy, but there are case reports of its use without apparent complications in pregnant GS patients[10,11]. Other potassium-sparing drugs 

such as amiloride and eplerenone, both class B drugs in pregnancy, could be a better alternative to spironolactone in resistant GS[12,13]. Our 

patient’s electrolytes stabilized with oral supplements and there was no need for potassium-sparing diuretics.

It is essential to identify the gene mutation in order to distinguish GS from pseudo-GS in pregnant women[14]. However, in developing 

countries, genetic testing is expensive and not always possible. Also, since the clinical approach is the same for both conditions, it is not 

cost effective to genetically test every patient with GS. In our case, the patient did not accept genetic testing so we were unable to identify 

whether or not she had a mutation: our successful treatment plan was based on the diagnosis of GS without confirmation of an SLC12A3 

mutation.

In conclusion, pregnant women with GS should be carefully managed. Evidence-based treatment guidelines are lacking and so treatment 

should be personalized. The main aim is to ensure an asymptomatic, uncomplicated pregnancy and the best fetal outcome using minimal 

drug therapy. Patients should be monitored carefully for pregnancy complications, electrolyte imbalances and drug side-effects.
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