A #ThisWay Story: Annabel Kattai

In the framework of our #ThisWay Campaign, the EHC interviewed Annabel
Kattai (23) from Estonia, a patient with von Willebrand Disease, who shared with us
how she overcame her struggles around sports and injections, and how she looks after
her mental and physical health.

We hope you find Annabel’s story inspirational and her tips helpful. If you have any
questions or would like to get in touch with us, please do not hesitate to drop us an email.

Annabel Kattai (23), Estonia

“I was diagnosed with the hereditary bleeding disorder von Willebrand at the age of 4
when | was admitted to the hospital. Initially, treatment was only during bleeding
episodes, but it eventually shifted to a twice-weekly prophylaxis regimen. When I was
diagnosed, my symptoms were only nosebleeds and minor bruises, so despite my
condition, I led an active life, engaging in sports like volleyball and running.

However, around the age of 18, I started having internal
bleeding, which I didn’t understand at first and thought it
was muscle cramps. As the pain became more and more
intense, my mother took me to the hospital, where we
found out that it was indeed internal bleeding. From then
on, I couldn’t play volleyball anymore because every
stronger ball hit caused more bleeding.

Transitioning to a larger hospital, and adapting to the
environment took time, but fortunately, [ found
supportive medical staff. Prophylaxis became my routine,
and in 2022, a port eased injections. Unfortunately, an
infection led to its removal in 2023, taking a toll on my
mental health as I returned to regular cannula injections,
which [ fear due to the pain.

My physical activity now includes walking and disc golf, and biking and swimming in the
summer. [ try to complete at least 10,000 steps a day, but spontaneous bleeding in the
joints and muscles sometimes disrupts my routine. I adjust, even if it means walking
1,000 or 3,000 steps only. If there are worse bleeds that prevent movement, I take a day
off and do small activities like studying.

[ keep my mental health in check by baking. [ began baking at a young age - my very first
cakes came out of the oven when I was just 7 years old. It all started when a situation



arose at school where others scolded me, saying, ‘You're at home and bleeding again. Girls
don’t have bleeding disorders, don’t you know that?’

I turned to baking whenever 1 felt
unheard or doubted, which weighed
heavily on my mental health as a young
girl. Eventually, I discovered that baking
could be a hobby, especially when [ wasn’t
feeling my best - and it turned out [ was
pretty good at it! Baking eases my stress
and brings me calm during times when I
4 feel powerless. Sadly, these days I can't
“ bake as much, especially if my legs are
bleeding, as most of the baking work involves standing on my feet.

My openness about being a girl with a bleeding disorder garnered attention. Faced with
misconceptions, | embarked on an educational journey. Sharing my story on social media,
conducting lectures at school on how to spot, recognise, and care for a person with a
bleeding disorder, and participating in awareness campaigns, I aimed to educate
others. It's rewarding to know that my efforts have helped others get diagnosed and
treated. On top of that, every new person who came into my life found out in a matter of
hours that I have a bleeding disorder and what it entails, and so far, it hasn’t scared
anyone away!

The main advice I would give to patients who may be struggling with the same or similar
problems is simply this: believe in yourself. If you sense something isn’t right, don’t
hesitate to get it checked out. The earlier you seek treatment, the higher your quality of
life can be.

[ would advise women, to stay true ,
to themselves - if you are sure that |
you have a bleeding disorder, then
go out of your way to be listened to
and have the appropriate tests done,
because women can also have a
bleeding disorder.”




