The Silent Killer

Every year more than 200,000 Americans die from sepsis – and the numbers are on the rise. It’s among the top leading causes of death and yet few people know what it is. Here, one woman’s struggle to survive and her crusade to help others.

When Sandra Tiffany started to feel nauseous while traveling through California last summer, she had no idea she was close to the brink of death.  Tiffany, a state senator from Nevada, visited a local hospital where she underwent surgery for a blocked kidney stone. Instead of getting better, though, her condition worsened. Doctors rushed the 54-year-old mother of one to the intensive care unit, where they learned she had been struck by sepsis, a little-known but often fatal immune system response to infection that causes the body’s vital organs to shut down. On life support for six days, Tiffany was finally treated with a new drug that ultimately saved her life. Today, Tiffany has become a spokesperson for sepsis, calling for greater public awareness of the condition and introducing legislation that would establish a public reporting system of incidences of sepsis, treatment procedures, and outcomes.  

A recent study found that the rate of sepsis has tripled in the United States over the past 20 years, making it the 10th leading cause of death in the country; it kills as many people as heart attacks and more people than lung cancer and breast cancer combined.  Still, despite its prevalence, there is surprisingly little information or public education about the syndrome and few Americans know that sudden, severe, flu-like symptoms may be a warning of this life-threatening condition. 

This piece will begin with Tiffany’s story and will then describe what sepsis is and why there is so much confusion and lack of education surrounding it. Sidebars could include “Sepsis at a Glance” with list of symptoms and “Treatments” with a list of treatment options.

