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Gunnar Stickler

Pediatrician who first described hereditary progressive arthro-ophthalmopathy, or Stickler’s

syndrome. Born June 13, 1925, in Peterskirchen, Germany, he died of a stroke on Nov 4, 2010, in Wayzata, MN, USA, aged 85 years. 

In 1960, pediatrician Gunnar Stickler examined a young boy who had severe nearsightedness and bony enlargement of some of his joints. The boy’s mother, who was blind and had arthritis, told Stickler and his colleagues at the Mayo Clinic that other family members had similar problems. By examining and interviewing relatives and reading letters from family members—some who had been examined by Mayo Clinic founder Charles Mayo in the late 1800s—the researchers constructed the family’s pedigree and, for the first time, described hereditary progressive arthroophthalmopathy. The syndrome, which later became known as Stickler’s syndrome, is characterized by progressive nearsightedness and degenerative arthritis that begins in childhood, they wrote in the Mayo Clinic Proceedings in 1965. In that original paper, Stickler and his colleagues proposed that the syndrome was inherited as an autosomal dominant gene mutation that causes a biochemical defect involving connective tissue. More than 40 years later, researchers confirmed that Stickler’s syndrome, which affects one in 7500 newborn babies, is associated with mutations in three genes that direct the production of collagen. Despite refined descriptions of the syndrome, it is still often under-diagnosed, according to Ruth Liberfarb, an assistant professor of pediatrics at Massachusetts General Hospital who specializes in Stickler’s syndrome and was encouraged by Stickler to talk with clinicians about the syndrome to increase awareness. In the late 1980s, Stickler began to work with the patient support group Stickler Involved People to develop a questionnaire that they distributed to hundreds of people with Stickler’s syndrome in the USA and Europe to gain a better understanding of people’s symptoms and

complications. “He respected his patients and he listened to and learned from them”, says Liberfarb. 
Stickler, who was chairman of pediatrics at the Mayo Clinic from 1969 to 1980 and a member of the editorial board of Clinical Pediatrics for almost 25 years, published more than 200 papers on issues ranging from the treatment of otitis media to the relation between small head circumference and mental retardation and growth failure. Later in his career, Stickler focused on psychosocial elements of medicine. In one study published in Clinical Pediatrics, he asked parents how often they worried about different physical health and psychosocial problems children face as well as possible injuries and compared their responses to data about the

statistical likelihood of the risks occurring. Patricia Simmons, a physician and professor of pediatrics at the Mayo Clinic who completed her residency under Stickler, says his contributions can’t be summed up in one article, rather “It’s a way of thinking: challenging assumptions.” 
Stickler, who studied medicine at the universities of Vienna, Erlangen, and Munich, was appointed to the Mayo Clinic staff in 1958. He served on the Mayo Medical School admissions committee and established clerkships in pediatrics as part of the school’s curriculum. Simmons says she was attracted to the institution because of Stickler and “his belief in practicing data-driven medicine”. She remembers that medical students prided themselves on identifying all of the possible causes for a patient’s condition and presenting a differential diagnosis.

“[Stickler] would say: ‘The patient doesn’t have a differential diagnosis, he has a diagnosis. Tell me what he has,’” she recalls. “To me, his legacy will always be that he made so many of us better doctors than we would have ever been.” 
Colleagues remember Stickler as a dedicated teacher “He was always supportive, gently corrective, and very approachable”, says George Johnson, a professor emeritus of

pediatrics at the University of North Dakota Medical School who was chief resident under Stickler at the Mayo Clinic during the 1960s. “I always think of him every time I make rounds with medical students.” Upon his death, Stickler, who is survived by his wife, Duci, a daughter, and a son, donated his body to the Mayo Medical School for research. Outside of medicine Stickler enjoyed skiing, tennis, and sailing. “A good mentor teaches you beyond the field. He teaches you how to live life”, says Simmons. “Whenever he did anything, he did it

with gusto. If we were sailing, we were racing.”
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