
Thalassemia Trait:  
What You Need to Know

Not a Disease — 
A Normal Variant
If you have been told you have thalassemia trait (also 
called thalassemia minor), it’s important to know this is 
not a disease. Instead, it’s a normal variant in how your 
hemoglobin is made.  
 
People with thalassemia trait live normal, healthy lives.

What Does It Mean 
for Your Health?
Most people with thalassemia trait have no 
symptoms at all.

Sometimes the hemoglobin level may be 
slightly low (called mild anemia), but this is 
usually not noticeable and does not cause 
problems.

The average size of red blood cells (mean cell 
volume or MCV) is often smaller than usual.

Thalassemia Trait 
vs. Iron Deficiency
A low MCV can also be seen with iron 
deficiency anemia, which is common. 
To tell the difference:

Doctors check iron studies 
(such as serum ferritin).

	6 If iron stores are normal but the MCV is 
low, thalassemia trait is suspected.

An Evolutionary 
Advantage
Thalassemia trait is common in areas of the 

world where malaria has 
been widespread, such 

as parts of Africa, the 
Middle East, Asia, and 
the Mediterranean. 
Thousands of years 

ago, this change in 
hemoglobin was selected 

by evolution because it 
protected against severe malaria.

You can think of it as a badge of honor — a 
reminder of how human genetics adapted to 
survive.

In places like the United States, where 
malaria is rare, it doesn’t offer an obvious 
benefit, but it’s still a sign of the power of 
natural selection.



How Is Thalassemia Trait Diagnosed?
	6 Beta thalassemia trait is often confirmed with a test 

called hemoglobin electrophoresis. This test looks at the 
types of hemoglobin in your blood. Results may take 
a few days but show a clear pattern typical of beta 
thalassemia trait.

	6 Alpha thalassemia trait usually has a normal 
hemoglobin electrophoresis. If iron levels are normal 
and MCV is low, this is considered consistent with 
alpha thalassemia trait. Genetic testing can confirm this, 
though it is rarely necessary.

Important for 
Family Planning

The one area where thalassemia trait matters is 
in genetic counseling:

	6 If both parents have a thalassemia trait, there 
is a risk their child could inherit a more serious 
condition called thalassemia major.

	6 For this reason, it’s a good idea to let your 
healthcare provider know if you are planning 
to have children, so appropriate counseling or 
partner testing can be arranged.

No Treatment Needed
	6 Thalassemia trait does not require treatment.

	6 It does not cause illness or shorten life.

	6 There is no need for extra tests, medicines, or special diets.

Key Takeaways
	6 Thalassemia trait is not a 

disease.

	6 It is an evolutionary adaptation 
against malaria.

	6 It may cause small red blood 
cells and mild anemia but no 
health problems.

	6 No treatment is needed — only 
awareness for family planning.


