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Abstract

Introduction: Immunization is an indisputable necessity for personal and public health. Unfortunately, vaccines
protecting people from disease can sometimes lead to unwanted side effects.

Case Report: A 29-year old female at 21 weeks pregnant presented at our clinic with a painful swelling in the left
forearm. The patient history revealed that tetanus (Td) vaccine had been applied to the left arm deltoid region at a
health centre one week previously. On physical examination, the left deltoid region was tender to palpation with
limited abduction, but there was no warmth, redness or swelling. Swelling (about 15 × 10 cm diameter) was
observed throughout the left forearm. The patient was assessed as having vaccine-related adverse side effects, and
the case was reported to the Adverse Effects Monitoring Committee commission of the province. Limb elevation and
anti-inflammatory treatment were recommended. At follow-up 1 week later, the lesion had regressed completely.

Discussion: Most side effects from repeated Td vaccination are mild or moderate, and self-resolving. The most
common side effects include erythema, swelling, pain, and tenderness at the injection site, body-ache, fatigue, or
fever. Extensive limb swelling due to tetanus vaccine has been reported in children. To our knowledge, the present
case is the first reported otherwise healthy pregnant woman with swelling distant from the vaccine injection site.
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Introduction
Immunization is an indisputable necessity for personal and public

health. Unfortunately, vaccines protecting people from disease can
sometimes lead to unwanted side effects. These side effects can range
from simple redness and pain to very serious and even fatal conditions
[1]. Adverse reactions can occur depending on the properties of the
vaccine content, mis-application of the vaccine or patient-related
factors.

Excessive swelling in the extremities after the administration of Td
vaccine has been reported to be more likely in childhood and on the
administered side [2-4]. However, together with swelling, events may
occur on the contralateral side or away from the vaccine area [4,5].
Keeping these side effects in mind an appropriate approach prevents
unnecessary interventions, which could be lifesaving. This case
describes a pregnant woman, who developed painful ipsilateral
forearm swelling distant from the injection site following Td
vaccination.

Case Report
A 29-year old female at 21 weeks pregnant presented at our clinic

with a painful swelling in the left forearm. The patient history revealed
that tetanus (Td) vaccine had been applied to the left arm deltoid
region at a health centre one week previously. After the vaccine, there
was pain without any signs of marked inflammation (swelling, redness
and increased temperature) on deltoid region at the vaccine site.
Painful swelling developed on the left forearm one week after the
vaccine injection. On physical examination, the left deltoid region was

tender to palpation with limited abduction, but there was no warmth,
redness or swelling. Swelling (about 15 × 10 cm diameter) was
observed throughout the left forearm. There was minimal tenderness
on palpation, which significantly increased with motion. There was no
increase in temperature or redness over the painful swelling (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Swelling on the affected limb.

Ultrasonographic examination revealed edema of the subcutaneous
tissue from the upper arm to the distal forearm, where it was much
more pronounced. Fluid was observed between muscle fibres at the
level of the triceps muscle. There were no solid or cystic associated
lesions Laboratory test results were determined as WBC: 10.100/mm3,
ESR: 56 mm/h and CRP: 10 mg/dL. The patient was assessed as having
vaccine-related adverse side effects, and the case was reported to the
Adverse Effects Monitoring Committee commission of the province.
Limb elevation and anti-inflammatory treatment were recommended.
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At follow-up 1 week later, the lesion had regressed completely (Figure
2).

Figure 2: (a) Ultrasonogram showed that edema of subcutaneous
tissue; (b) Fluid material was shown between muscle fiber at level of
triceps muscle.

Discussion
The immunity created by tetanus vaccine decreases with time.

Therefore, booster doses should be administered. A diptheria, tetanus
and acellular pertusis vaccine booster dose is recommended for adults
every decade [6]. Particular importance should be attributed to the
vaccination of pregnant women in developing countries where
neonatal tetanus is a major health problem [7]. Although it is vital to
be adequately protected against tetanus, more than the recommended
dose of the vaccine causes an increase in adverse reactions.

The most common side effects from Td vaccination include
erythema, swelling, pain, and tenderness at the injection site, body-
ache, fatigue, or fever. Extensive limb swelling has been reported in
children [3]. To the best of our knowledge, this case is the first adult,
healthy pregnant female to be reported. Possible causes of local
reactions after tetanus vaccine are sensitivity to vaccine ingredients,
high level of protective antibodies in the blood, inadequate depth of
injection, use of a thawed-frozen vaccine, or a non-sterile injection
technique [8]. The aim of this case report was to draw attention to the
situation where there is a high level of protective antibodies in the
blood. If there is sufficient antibody titer in the blood, vaccination is
not indicated. Therefore, it may lead to an increase in side effects of the
vaccination. It also has significant implications of an unnecessary
financial burden. Some individuals, such as women who have
undergone mastectomy, are at high risk of lymphedema and the
incidence of extensive swelling is known to be higher in those who are
vulnerable to lymphedema [9]. In the current case, there was no
apparent risk. Even though our patient was a healthy pregnant female,
the development of this side effect suggested that it was caused by a
sufficient titer of antibody in the blood.

The Center for Disease Control (CDC) consider the benefits of Tdap
vaccination in multiple pregnancies to outweigh the theoretical risk of

severe hypersensitivity due to more frequent administration of the
tetanus component of the Tdap vaccine. Studies have found that adults
who receive 2 tetanus shots in a short period of time (within 2 years)
are no more likely than adults receiving a first Tdap vaccine to have
severe side effects [7,8]. Experts believe the risk for this type of severe
side effect has most probably been reduced since these vaccines are
now made with lower doses of the tetanus component than tetanus
vaccines in the past.

CDC recommends a dose of Tdap in each pregnancy to pregnant
women between 27 and 36 weeks of gestation [10]. In this proposal, an
acellular pertussis vaccine component in the content is significant as it
is known to protect newborns from whooping cough. In some
developing countries, Td vaccine is routinely given to all pregnant
women, regardless of prior vaccine status. To reduce the incidence of
neonatal and maternal tetanus, and to increase of vaccination ratio,
this practice of application should be reconsidered to improve and
overcome the side effects encountered. The practitioners of vaccine
application should be educated for indications of booster Td vaccine
and must be provided with immunization records. Updated
vaccination records will prevent unnecessary doses of vaccine.
Although vaccination side effects that occur during application within
the indication criteria are troublesome, it is clear that side effects seen
after vaccination without indications are much more serious.

In conclusion, it can be said that to avoid unwanted events
developing after vaccination, great care should be taken to assess the
correct indication of the vaccine.
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