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Taking a detailed dietary history can help making a diagnosis of pellagra
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Case Description:
A 62-year-old sailor was transferred to our hospital from the ship due to watery diarrhea for one month. 
His past medical history includes hypertension, type 2 diabetes mellitus, dyslipidemia and hyperuricemia. 
However, he had stopped taking all medications since the beginning of his symptoms. He has lived on the 
current ship for two years, and his diet has consisted primarily of raw fish and Japanese sake daily until two 
weeks before admission. Moreover, he has not eaten any vegetables for more than two years.
On admission, his vital signs were a temperature of 38.4 Celsius, blood pressure 165/97mmHg, pulse 108/
min, respiratory rate 14/min; his oxygen saturation was 98% on room air. He had right lower quadrant 
tenderness. His laboratory tests showed white blood cell count of 9,300/μL and C-reactive protein of 3.81 
mg/dL. White blood cells, fat, ova and parasite were not detected in his feces. Human Immunodeficiency 
Virus testing and Clostridium difficile toxin were also negative. Although some imaging studies were 
performed, no findings to explain chronic diarrhea were found. Pellagra was suspected from dietary history, 
and therefore, serum vitamin B3 level was measured.
His diarrhea gradually stopped after intravenous fluids and hospital meals with vegetables. Thus, he was 
discharged fourteen days after admission, and later found that his serum vitamin B3 level was 4.5 μg/ml, 
which was below normal limits. We concluded that his unbalanced dietary habit caused pellagra, and thus the 
chronic diarrhea. The patient was instructed to eat vegetables and take vitamin B3 supplements to prevent 
recurrent chronic diarrhea.

Discussion:
This case is unique in that his unbalanced dietary habit caused pellagra and chronic diarrhea was the only 
symptom characteristic of pellagra. Therefore, aggressive dietary history taking is very important to make a 
diagnosis of pellagra.


