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CONDITION

Triple symptom complex of behcet

An inflammatory condition that causes recurring mouth and genital ulcers, often with eye

inflammation.

WHAT IT IS

Relapsing inflammatory condition affecting blood vessels throughout the body

BODY SYSTEM

Mouth, genitals, eyes, skin, joints, blood vessels, and nerves

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Mouth ulcers, genital ulcers, eye inflammation, skin lesions

WHAT CAUSES IT

Immune dysregulation with genetic and environmental influences

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Clinical pattern; no single confirmatory test

MAIN TREATMENT

Anti-inflammatory and immune-suppressing medicines

CAN IT BE CURED?

No - treatment controls inflammation and flares

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - sudden vision, breathing, or neurological symptoms

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Often relapsing, but treatment can protect organs and function

Overview

"Triple symptom complex of Behçet" is an older name for the pattern of recurring mouth

ulcers, genital ulcers, and eye inflammation associated with Behçet syndrome. Modern medical

care does not limit the condition to these three symptoms. It can also affect the skin, joints,

blood vessels, nervous system, or digestive tract.

Behçet is a long-term inflammatory condition. Inflammation is the body's normal response to

injury or infection, but here the immune system becomes active without a clear infection.

Blood vessels of almost any size can become inflamed. This is called vasculitis .

Symptoms often come in flares, when inflammation becomes more active, followed by quieter

periods. Some people mainly have ulcers and skin symptoms. Others develop inflammation

that could damage eyesight, blood vessels, or other organs. Recognising these forms matters
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because they usually need specialist treatment.

Symptoms

Repeated mouth ulcers are often the first symptom. They may look like common canker sores:

round or oval painful areas with a pale centre and red border. They usually heal, but new ulcers

may return.

Genital ulcers can occur on the vulva, vagina, penis, or scrotum. They may be deeper than

mouth ulcers and can leave scars. Ulcers are not caused by a sexually transmitted infection,

although testing may be needed to rule one out.

Eye inflammation may cause pain, redness, blurred vision, sensitivity to light, or floating spots

in the field of vision. Uveitis means inflammation inside the eye. Behçet can also inflame the

retina and its blood vessels. Eye symptoms need prompt assessment because repeated

inflammation can affect sight.

Other possible symptoms include:

Not everyone develops the full three-part pattern. Symptoms can also appear months or years

apart.

- Tender red lumps, acne-like spots, or other skin lesions

- Painful or swollen joints, especially the knees, ankles, or wrists

- Headache, weakness, balance problems, confusion, or other nerve symptoms

- Abdominal pain, diarrhoea, or blood in the stool

- Painful swelling in an arm or leg from an inflamed or blocked vein

- Chest pain, breathlessness, or coughing blood from serious blood-vessel involvement

Causes and risk factors

The exact cause is not known. Behçet appears to involve an abnormal immune response in

someone who is susceptible to it. Genes and environmental exposures may both contribute.

The gene marker HLA-B51 is associated with a higher chance of developing Behçet, but it

does not cause the condition by itself. Many people with this marker never develop symptoms,

while many people with Behçet do not have the marker. Genetic testing therefore cannot

confirm or rule it out.

The condition can occur in any ethnic group. It is recognised more often among people whose
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family origins lie along the historic Silk Road, including parts of the Mediterranean, Middle East,

and Asia.

Behçet is not contagious. It does not spread through kissing, sex, shared food, or contact with

ulcers. Although several family members can occasionally be affected, it is not usually passed

directly from parent to child.

Diagnosis

There is no single blood test, scan, or biopsy that confirms Behçet. Diagnosis is based on the

pattern of symptoms, examination findings, and the exclusion of other causes.

A medical assessment usually reviews how often ulcers occur, where they develop, whether

they leave scars, and whether there have been eye, skin, joint, digestive, blood-vessel, or

neurological symptoms. Photographs taken during a flare may help if lesions have healed

before an appointment.

Tests may include blood tests for inflammation and for conditions that can cause similar

symptoms. Swabs or other infection tests may be used when appropriate. HLA-B51 testing is

sometimes supportive, but it is not diagnostic.

An ophthalmologist can examine the inside of the eye using a slit lamp and retinal imaging.

Ultrasound, CT, MRI, or blood-vessel imaging may be needed when symptoms suggest a clot,

aneurysm, bowel inflammation, or nervous-system involvement.

A pathergy test checks whether a small sterile needle prick produces an unusually strong skin

reaction. A positive result can support the diagnosis, but many people with Behçet have a

negative result.

Doctors may use published classification criteria to organise the evidence. These criteria

support clinical judgment; they do not replace it. Diagnosis can take time when symptoms

appear separately.

Treatment and management

Treatment is chosen according to which parts of the body are affected and how severe the

inflammation is. Care may involve rheumatology, dermatology, ophthalmology, neurology,

digestive-system, or blood-vessel specialists.

Mouth and genital ulcers may be managed with local treatments, such as corticosteroid like

prednisone or hydrocortisone gels, rinses, creams, or ointments. These aim to reduce pain and
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help ulcers heal. Mouth care and pain relief may also be useful.

Medicines that act throughout the body may be considered for repeated ulcers, skin lesions, or

joint inflammation. Colchicine is one example. More active disease may require corticosteroids

or other medicines that suppress selected parts of the immune response, such as azathioprine

or biologic treatments.

Eye, major blood-vessel, brain, spinal cord, or severe bowel inflammation generally requires

rapid specialist-led treatment. Corticosteroids can bring inflammation under control, while

another immune-suppressing medicine is often used to reduce further attacks. Surgery or a

procedure may be required for certain aneurysms, severe bleeding, or bowel complications.

Blood clots in Behçet are closely linked to inflammation in the vessel wall. Decisions about

blood-thinning medicine must account for the location of the clot and the possibility of an

aneurysm, which can bleed. This needs specialist assessment rather than self-treatment.

Immune-suppressing medicines can increase infection risk and may require blood tests or

other monitoring. Do not stop a prescribed corticosteroid suddenly unless a medical

professional has told you how to do so.

Complications

Repeated ulcers can cause pain, interfere with eating or sex, and sometimes leave genital

scars. Joint inflammation usually does not destroy the joint, but it can restrict activity during

flares.

Eye inflammation can lead to cataracts, glaucoma, retinal damage, or permanent loss of vision.

Early treatment reduces this risk.

Inflamed veins can develop clots. Inflamed arteries may narrow or form a weakened bulge

called an aneurysm . An aneurysm can rupture and bleed. Nervous-system inflammation can

sometimes cause lasting problems with movement, speech, memory, or balance.

Severe bowel inflammation may cause bleeding or, rarely, a hole in the bowel wall.

Complications are not inevitable, but new organ symptoms should be assessed promptly.

Prevention

There is no proven way to prevent Behçet from developing. It is not caused by a specific

behaviour, and genetic susceptibility cannot be changed.

Once the condition is recognised, taking treatment as agreed and attending eye and specialist
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reviews can help prevent inflammation from causing permanent damage. Some people notice

personal flare triggers, but there is no single diet or lifestyle plan proven to prevent all flares.

If you take immune-suppressing medicine, ask about infection precautions and vaccinations.

Some live vaccines may not be suitable during certain treatments.

Living with it and what to expect

Behçet commonly follows a relapsing course over months and years. A flare may affect only

ulcers and skin on one occasion, then involve different symptoms later. Quiet periods can last

for different lengths of time.

The condition may become less active with age for some people, but this cannot be predicted

for an individual. Damage already caused by severe eye, nerve, bowel, or blood-vessel

inflammation may not fully reverse even when the inflammation is controlled.

Many people continue working, studying, exercising, travelling, and having relationships or

children. During flares, pain, tiredness, visible lesions, and uncertainty may disrupt daily life.

Planning rest, recording symptoms, and arranging adjustments at work or school can help.

Regular follow-up is especially important if you have had eye or major-organ inflammation.

Reviews may continue when you feel well because inflammation can sometimes return before

its effects are obvious. Report possible medicine side effects and keep scheduled blood tests.

When to get medical help

Call emergency services for:

Seek urgent same-day medical assessment for a painful red eye, new blurred vision, or marked

sensitivity to light. A newly swollen and painful arm or leg also needs urgent assessment

because it may indicate an inflamed or blocked vein.

Contact your usual medical team promptly for a new persistent headache, balance problem,

numbness, bloody diarrhoea, worsening ulcers that prevent drinking, or signs of infection while

taking immune-suppressing medicine.

Routine follow-up is appropriate for recurring ulcers, manageable joint or skin symptoms,

treatment monitoring, and discussion of possible side effects. Do not wait for a routine

appointment if symptoms suggest eye, blood-vessel, bowel, or nervous-system involvement.

- Sudden loss of vision
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- Chest pain, severe breathlessness, or coughing blood

- Sudden weakness, facial drooping, trouble speaking, seizure, or confusion

- A sudden severe headache, especially with neurological symptoms

- Severe abdominal pain, vomiting blood, or heavy rectal bleeding

Common questions

Is the triple symptom complex the same as Behçet syndrome?

The phrase is an older description of the three classic features: mouth ulcers, genital ulcers,

and eye inflammation. Behçet is now understood as a broader condition because it can affect

many other organs.

Is Behçet contagious or sexually transmitted?

No. It cannot be caught through sex, kissing, shared utensils, or contact with an ulcer. Genital

ulcers can resemble those caused by infections, so testing may be needed when the cause is

uncertain.

Is Behçet an autoimmune condition?

It involves immune-system dysfunction, but it does not fit neatly into every definition of

autoimmune illness. Both autoimmune and autoinflammatory processes may be involved. In

practical terms, treatment aims to reduce harmful inflammation.

Are there foods I should avoid?

No specific diet has been proven to prevent Behçet flares. During a mouth-ulcer flare, acidic,

salty, spicy, or rough foods may increase pain. Softer foods and cool drinks may be easier to

tolerate. A restrictive diet is not usually needed unless another condition requires it.

Can I become pregnant if I have Behçet?

Many people with Behçet have successful pregnancies. Disease activity may improve, worsen,

or remain unchanged. Some treatments are not suitable before conception, during pregnancy,

or while breastfeeding, so medication planning should happen in advance. Do not stop

prescribed medicine without medical advice.

Can Behçet shorten life?

Most people do not develop life-threatening complications. The greatest risks come from

major blood-vessel, neurological, severe bowel, or uncontrolled eye involvement. Specialist

treatment and monitoring are intended to reduce these risks and protect long-term function.
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