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Hematological features of scrub typhus
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The peripheral blood count and blood film can be important in

the diagnosis of infectious diseases, particularly when interpreted

in the light of the clinical features, geographic setting, and travel

history. The observation of atypical reactive lymphocytes is, of course,

of crucial importance in the diagnosis of infectious mononucleosis and

other viral infections while neutrophilia with reactive changes in
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neutrophils point to a possible bacterial infection. Occasionally the

film gives much more specific information. An organism, for example,

pneumococcus or meningococcus, may be seen.1 Uncommonly blood

film features are suggestive of a specific infection, as in the case of

dengue fever with plasmacytoid lymphocytes, thrombocytopenia, and

sometimes neutropenia.2

Scrub typhus is a bacterial infection by Orientia tsutsugamushi, seen

particularly in eastern and southern Asia and in northern Australia. It is

transmitted by the bite of the larval stage of a soil-dwelling trombiculid

mite (a chigger). We were interested in establishing whether the periph-

eral blood gave any clues to this diagnosis and we, therefore, documen-

ted the hematological features in the last four patients we have

observed, all diagnoses being confirmed by demonstration of immuno-

globulin (Ig) M antibodies by ELISA. All patients were anemic, with

hemoglobin concentrations ranging from 82 to 116 g/L. Only one

patient had leukocytosis and neutrophilia. All were thrombocytopenic

with platelet counts ranging from 50 to 92 � 109/L. The blood film fea-

tures were consistent between cases with neutrophils showing toxic

granulation and vacuolation (top images, �100 objective). Reactive

changes in lymphocytes were minor with occasional cells having plenti-

ful basophilic cytoplasm or lobulated nuclei (lower images, �100) and

no plasmacytoid cells. The typical hematological picture is, therefore, of

thrombocytopenia with toxic changes in neutrophils, without there

necessarily being neutrophilia, and with minor lymphocyte abnormali-

ties. The features are thus different from those of dengue fever. They

are not specific enough to give a strong indication of the diagnosis.

However, if clinical staff search for and detect an eschar resulting from

a mite bite, the diagnosis is strongly supported.
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