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Abstract
Background

Tetanus remains an important cause of morbidity and mortality
across sub-Saharan Africa. Being a clinical diagnosis, atypical pre-
sentations present a challenge to diagnosis and thus to appropriate
management.

Case Presentation

A 20-year-old Burundian male presented to a rural Burundian
hospital with three days of intense, spasmodic chest pain. In the
absence of confirmatory testing, he was started on therapeutic trials
of omeprazole and diclofenac for the possible diagnoses of esopha-
geal spasm and pericarditis. After several days of continued pain de-
spite these interventions, trismus was noted only after the examining
physician sought it specifically. The diagnosis of localized tetanus
was made, with rapid clinical improvement after the application of
standard therapy.

Conclusion

This report serves as a reminder to consider tetanus in any case
of spasmaodic pain without clear origin in any individual without up-to-
date tetanus vaccination.
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Background

Tetanus is a toxin-mediated disease caused by Clostridium tetani,
whose clinical description dates back thousands of years to ancient
Egypt. [1] Across sub-saharan Africa, tetanus remains a significant
cause of morbidity and mortality, with a case fatality rate of 45.5%.
[2] Diagnosis of tetanus remains clinical, and atypical presentations
present a particular challenge to diagnosis, and thus to appropriate
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management. Here we report a case of localized tetanus presenting as
acute chest pain in Burundi.

Case Presentation

A 20-year-old Burundian male presented to a rural hospital in
Gitega Province, Burundi, in August of 2016 with a 3-day history of
intense thoracic pain.

The patient had initially consulted at another hospital in the area,
which had performed a chest x-ray interpreted as cardiomegaly, and
the patient was referred to Kibuye Hope Hospital for further manage-
ment of a possible cardiac etiology.

On initial evaluation at the hospital, the patient had intense, epi-
sodic, spasmodic chest pain at rest, during which he was dyspneic. He
had pain-free intervals lasting minutes at a time. He was found to have
normal vital signs except for a blood pressures of 140/110 mmHg,
likely due to his pain. Physical exam was unremarkable, with normal
cardiopulmonary auscultation and no wounds noted. The chest x-ray
from another hospital was evaluated, and a false cardiomegaly associ-
ated with poor inspiration was noted.

Complete blood count, HIV serology, and serum creatinine and
urea were all within normal limits.

In light of his age and lack of cardiovascular risk factors, initial
differential diagnosis included esophageal spasm and pericarditis.
Given the lack of availability of other diagnostic modalities (e.g.
ECG, echocardiogram), the patient was started on IV cimetidine and
IV diclofenac as therapeutic trials for these etiologies. Symptomatic
improvement on this regimen during the first four days of hospitaliza-
tion was slow but promising, and all vital signs remained stable. Thus,
a decision was made to transition the patient to oral omeprazole and
ibuprofen.

On day five of hospitalization, the same symptom of intense, spas-
modic chest pain worsened significantly. In light of the spasms, the
evaluating physician asked the patient to open his mouth wide, and
found that the patient had an inability to open the mouth beyond 2
centimeters. This lack of complete mouth opening had been present
since admission but of no concern to the patient.

The specific finding of trismus changed the primary diagnosis of
the spasmodic chest pain to localized tetanus. The patient was im-
mediately started on IV metronidazole, IV diazepam, and a tetanus
vaccination series. No tetanus immune globulin was available. The
patient was transferred to a private room to limit possible tetanus trig-
gers of light and sound.

Later the same day, significant improvement of the patient’s
spasms was noted. He completed a full course of IV metronidazole,
and diazepam was eventually transitioned to oral therapy. With the
exception of significant constipation that required oral bisacodyl and
an enema, the patient had an uneventful rest of hospitalization and
was discharged in good condition after a total of 14 days. Follow-up
contact in 2019 confirmed a full recovery from the disease.
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Discussion

Tetanus is a toxin-mediated anaerobic bacterial infection that re-
mains an important cause of morbidity and mortality across Africa.
[1] Even in an age of significant coverage for childhood vaccinations
against the disease, a 2016 meta-analysis showed an African case fa-
tality rate for adult tetanus of 45.5% [3].

Tetanus remains a clinical diagnosis with a very specific clinical
syndrome. Nevertheless, the number of cases may be grossly un-
der-diagnosed and thus mistreated. For example, Kyu et al. estimated
290 non-neonatal tetanus deaths in Burundi in 2015. [4] However, a
review of the national diagnostic registry, which uses an unequivocal
ICD-10 codes for non-neonatal and non-obstetrical tetanus, showed
only 45 cases in 2022 and 32 cases in 2023 [5].

Part of this diagnostic challenge may simply be the result of pa-
tients’ difficulty in accessing qualified health personnel. However, as
this case demonstrates, tetanus may present atypical features that re-
quire a high index of suspicion if the diagnosis is to be made. Atypical
features of this case include the lack of a known port of entry, which
is documented in 10-47% of cases, as well as localized spasms, in this
case to the chest. [6,7] Localized tetanus, where muscle spasms are
restricted to one part of the body, often around a port of entry, may be
mistaken for dystonia, extrapyramidal rigidity, or another spastic con-
dition. [8,9] There is little current data on the frequency of localized
versus generalized tetanus, but this rare phenomenon has been docu-
mented for decades. Additionally, the classic sign of trismus, present
in >90% of cases, was present for this patient and was key in making
the correct diagnosis. One could thus technically classify this case
as generalized. However, trismus was not a complaint of the patient
and was discovered only after specific inquiry, thus making the clin-
ical presentation localized. This further underlines the importance of
a high index of suspicion for patients in endemic areas who present
with spasmodic pain.

Another important diagnostic clue for this patient was his male
gender. Previous studies have noted male gender as a risk factor for
neonatal and non-neonatal tetanus. For example, a series of 158 adult
cases in Ghana in 2003 noted 76.6% males, and a series of 68 adult
patients in Ethiopia in 2012 noted 77.9% males. Even if all reasons
for this difference are not clearly elucidated, we know that, in the age
of global efforts to combat neonatal and maternal tetanus, the tetanus
booster coverage of pregnant women has significantly increased, up
to 90% of pregnant women in Burundi in 2015. [10] This patient was
unlikely to have been vaccinated in childhood due to the prevalent
civil instability in the country at that time. However, adult men like
our patient, even if vaccinated in childhood, remain at a relatively el-
evated risk for tetanus disease as immunity wanes in adulthood, when
compared to childbearing women.

Taken together, this case serves as an important reminder that tet-
anus needs to be considered for any patient who presents with spas-
modic pain of unknown etiology without a history of up-to-date teta-
nus vaccination. When tetanus is considered, simple and universally
available gestures like inquiring about trismus and possible ports of
bacterial entry will help to make the clinical diagnosis more reliably.

As a final note, the treatment of this patient highlights the need of
expanding the availability of tetanus immune globulin. This is consid-
ered a cornerstone of treatment for a disease with very high mortality,
[11] but as this case shows, this medicine may not be available in
some areas where tetanus disease is more prevalent.

Conclusion

Tetanus remains an important cause of morbidity and mortality
in Africa. Since the diagnosis remains clinical, diagnosticians must
retain a suspicion of tetanus in any case of otherwise unexplained
muscle spasms. Universally available gestures such as asking about
trismus, wounds and vaccination history may help elucidate tetanus in
atypical presentations.

Author Contributions

McLaughlin E: Primary author and primary attending physician
for patient. Kibinakanwa G: Collaborating author. Mbonimpa A: Phy-
sician assisted in care of patient.

References

1. FarrarJ, Yen L, Cook T, Fairweather N, Binh N, et al. (2000) Neurological
Aspects of Tropical Disease: Tetanus. Journal of Neurology, Neurosurgery
& Psychiatry. 69: 292-301.

2. Woldeamanuel Y, Andemeskel A, Kyei K, Woldeamanuel M, Woldeaman-
uel W (2016) Case fatality of adult tetanus in Africa: Systematic review
and meta-analysis. Journal of the Neurological Sciences. 368: 292-299.

3. Canavan M, Sipsma H, Kassie G, Bradley E (2014) Correlates of Complete
Childhood Vaccination in East African Countries. PLOS One. 9: €95709.

4. Kyu H, Mumford J, Stanaway J, Barber R, Hancock J, et al. (2017) Mortal-
ity from tetanus between 1990 and 2015: findings from the global burden
of disease study 2015. BMC Public Health. 17: 179.

5. Burundi Ministry of Public Health and Fight Against AIDS (2024) ICD10
registry, Referenced 8 January 2024.

6. Hesse I, Mensah A, Asante D, Lartey M, Neequaye A (2003) Characteris-
tics of adult tetanus in Accra. West African Journal of Medicine. 22: 291-
294.

7. Amare A, Melkamu Y, Mekonnen D (2012) Tetanus in adults: Clinical
presentation, treatment and predictors of mortality in a tertiary hospital in
Ethiopia. Journal of the Neurological Sciences. 317: 62-65.

8. Jain S, Ashok P, Maheshwari M (1982) Local tetanus: a case report with
electrophysiological studies. Journal of Neurology. 228: 289-293.

9. Struppler A, Struppler E, Adams R (1963) Local tetanus in Man: Its Clin-
ical and Neurophysiological Characteristics. Archives of Neurology. 8:
162-178.

10. Ridpath A, Scobie H, Shibeshi M, Yakubu A, Zulu F, et al. (2017) Progress
towards achieving and maintaining maternal and neonatal tetanus elimina-
tion in the African region. The Pan African Medical Journal. 27: 24.

11. Hesse I, Mensah A, Asante D, Lartey M (2005) Adult tetanus in Accra,
why the high mortality? An audit of clinical management of tetanus. West
African Journal of Medicine. 24: 157-161.

J Clin Stud Med Case Rep ISSN: 2378-8801, Open Access Journal

DOI: 10.24966/CSMC-8801/1000217

Volume 11 « Issue 1 + 1000217


http://doi.org/10.24966/CSMC-8801/1000125
http://doi.org/10.24966/CSMC-8801/1000217
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27538652/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27538652/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27538652/
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0095709
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0095709
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-017-4111-4
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-017-4111-4
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-017-4111-4
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15008290/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15008290/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/15008290/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22425013/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22425013/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22425013/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/6188817/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/6188817/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamaneurology/fullarticle/564222
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamaneurology/fullarticle/564222
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamaneurology/fullarticle/564222
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5745942/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5745942/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5745942/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16092319/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16092319/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/16092319/

Advances In Industrial Biotechnology | ISSN: 2639-5665

Advances In Microbiology Research | ISSN: 2689-694X

Archives Of Surgery And Surgical Education | ISSN: 2689-3126

Archives Of Urology

Archives Of Zoological Studies | ISSN: 2640-7779

Current Trends Medical And Biological Engineering

International Journal Of Case Reports And Therapeutic Studies | ISSN: 2689-310X
Journal Of Addiction & Addictive Disorders | ISSN: 2578-7276

Journal Of Agronomy & Agricultural Science | ISSN: 2689-8292

Journal Of AIDS Clinical Research & STDs | ISSN: 2572-7370

Journal Of Alcoholism Drug Abuse & Substance Dependence | ISSN: 2572-9594
Journal Of Allergy Disorders & Therapy | ISSN: 2470-749X

Journal Of Alternative Complementary & Integrative Medicine | ISSN: 2470-7562
Journal Of Alzheimers & Neurodegenerative Diseases | ISSN: 2572-9608
Journal Of Anesthesia & Clinical Care | ISSN: 2378-8879

Journal Of Angiology & Vascular Surgery | ISSN: 2572-7397

Journal Of Animal Research & Veterinary Science | ISSN: 2639-3751
Journal Of Aquaculture & Fisheries | ISSN: 2576-5523

Journal Of Atmospheric & Earth Sciences | ISSN: 2689-8780

Journal Of Biotech Research & Biochemistry

Journal Of Brain & Neuroscience Research

Journal Of Cancer Biology & Treatment | ISSN: 2470-7546

Journal Of Cardiology Study & Research | ISSN: 2640-768X

Journal Of Cell Biology & Cell Metabolism | ISSN: 2381-1943

Journal Of Clinical Dermatology & Therapy | ISSN: 2378-8771

Journal Of Clinical Immunology & Immunotherapy | ISSN: 2378-8844
Journal Of Clinical Studies & Medical Case Reports | ISSN: 2378-8801
Journal Of Community Medicine & Public Health Care | ISSN: 2381-1978
Journal Of Cytology & Tissue Biology | ISSN: 2378-9107

Journal Of Dairy Research & Technology | ISSN: 2688-9315

Journal Of Dentistry Oral Health & Cosmesis | ISSN: 2473-6783

Journal Of Diabetes & Metabolic Disorders | ISSN: 2381-201X

Journal Of Emergency Medicine Trauma & Surgical Care | ISSN: 2378-8798
Journal Of Environmental Science Current Research | ISSN: 2643-5020
Journal Of Food Science & Nutrition | [ISSN: 2470-1076

Journal Of Forensic Legal & Investigative Sciences | ISSN: 2473-733X

Journal Of Gastroenterology & Hepatology Research | ISSN: 2574-2566

Journal Of Genetics & Genomic Sciences | ISSN: 2574-2485

Journal Of Gerontology & Geriatric Medicine | ISSN: 2381-8662

Journal Of Hematology Blood Transfusion & Disorders | ISSN: 2572-2999
Journal Of Hospice & Palliative Medical Care

Journal Of Human Endocrinology | ISSN: 2572-9640

Journal Of Infectious & Non Infectious Diseases | ISSN: 2381-8654

Journal Of Internal Medicine & Primary Healthcare | ISSN: 2574-2493

Journal Of Light & Laser Current Trends

Journal Of Medicine Study & Research | ISSN: 2639-5657

Journal Of Modern Chemical Sciences

Journal Of Nanotechnology Nanomedicine & Nanobiotechnology | ISSN: 2381-2044
Journal Of Neonatology & Clinical Pediatrics | ISSN: 2378-878X

Journal Of Nephrology & Renal Therapy | ISSN: 2473-7313

Journal Of Non Invasive Vascular Investigation | ISSN: 2572-7400

Journal Of Nuclear Medicine Radiology & Radiation Therapy | ISSN: 2572-7419
Journal Of Obesity & Weight Loss | ISSN: 2473-7372

Journal Of Ophthalmology & Clinical Research | ISSN: 2378-8887

Journal Of Orthopedic Research & Physiotherapy | ISSN: 2381-2052

Journal Of Otolaryngology Head & Neck Surgery | ISSN: 2573-010X

Journal Of Pathology Clinical & Medical Research

Journal Of Pharmacology Pharmaceutics & Pharmacovigilance | ISSN: 2639-5649
Journal Of Physical Medicine Rehabilitation & Disabilities | ISSN: 2381-8670
Journal Of Plant Science Current Research | ISSN: 2639-3743

Journal Of Practical & Professional Nursing | ISSN: 2639-5681

Journal Of Protein Research & Bioinformatics

Journal Of Psychiatry Depression & Anxiety | ISSN: 2573-0150

Journal Of Pulmonary Medicine & Respiratory Research | ISSN: 2573-0177
Journal Of Reproductive Medicine Gynaecology & Obstetrics | ISSN: 2574-2574
Journal Of Stem Cells Research Development & Therapy | ISSN: 2381-2060
Journal Of Surgery Current Trends & Innovations | ISSN: 2578-7284

Journal Of Toxicology Current Research | ISSN: 2639-3735

Journal Of Translational Science And Research

Journal Of Vaccines Research & Vaccination | [ISSN: 2573-0193

Journal Of Virology & Antivirals

Sports Medicine And Injury Care Journal | ISSN: 2689-8829

Trends In Anatomy & Physiology | ISSN: 2640-7752

Submit Your Manuscript: https://www.heraldopenaccess.us/submit-manuscript

Herald Scholarly Open Access, 2561 Cornelia Rd, #205, Herndon, VA 20171, USA.
Tel: +1 202-499-9679; E-mail: info@heraldsopenaccess.us
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/


info@heraldsopenaccess.us
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/
https://www.heraldopenaccess.us/submit-manuscript
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/advances-in-industrial-biotechnology
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/advances-in-microbiology-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/archives-of-surgery-and-surgical-education
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/archives-of-urology
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/archives-of-zoological-studies
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/current-trends-medical-and-biological-engineering
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/international-journal-of-case-reports-and-therapeutic-studies
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-addiction-addictive-disorders
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-agronomy-&-agricultural-science
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-aids-clinical-research-stds
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-alcoholism-drug-abuse-substance-dependence
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-allergy-disorders-therapy
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-alternative-complementary-integrative-medicine
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-alzheimers-neurodegenerative-diseases
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-anesthesia-clinical-care
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-angiology-vascular-surgery
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-animal-research-veterinary-science
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-aquaculture-fisheries
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-atmospheric-earth-sciences
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-biotech-research-biochemistry
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-brain-neuroscience-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-cancer-biology-treatment
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-cardiology-study-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-cell-biology-cell-metabolism
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-clinical-dermatology-therapy
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-clinical-immunology-immunotherapy
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-clinical-studies-medical-case-reports
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-community-medicine-public-health-care
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-cytology-tissue-biology
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-dairy-research-&-technology
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-dentistry-oral-health-cosmesis
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-diabetes-metabolic-disorders
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-emergency-medicine-trauma-surgical-care
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-environmental-science-current-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-food-science-nutrition
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-forensic-legal-investigative-sciences
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-gastroenterology-hepatology-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-genetics-genomic-sciences
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-gerontology-geriatric-medicine
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-hematology-blood-transfusion-disorders
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-hospice-palliative-medical-care
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-human-endocrinology
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-infectious-non-infectious-diseases
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-internal-medicine-primary-healthcare
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-light-laser-current-trends
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-medicine-study-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-modern-chemical-sciences
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-nanotechnology-nanomedicine-nanobiotechnology
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-neonatology-clinical-pediatrics
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-nephrology-renal-therapy
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-non-invasive-vascular-investigation
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-nuclear-medicine-radiology-radiation-therapy
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-obesity-weight-loss
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-ophthalmology-clinical-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-orthopedic-research-physiotherapy
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-otolaryngology-head-neck-surgery
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-pathology-clinical-medical-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-pharmacology-pharmaceutics-pharmacovigilance
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-physical-medicine-rehabilitation-disabilities
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-plant-science-current-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-practical-professional-nursing
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-protein-research-&-bioinformatics
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-psychiatry-depression-anxiety
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-pulmonary-medicine-respiratory-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-reproductive-medicine-gynaecology-obstetrics
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-stem-cells-research-development-therapy
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-surgery-current-trends-innovations
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-toxicology-current-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-translational-science-and-research
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-vaccines-research-vaccination
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/journal-of-virology-antivirals
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/sports-medicine-and-injury-care-journal
http://www.heraldopenaccess.us/journals/trends-in-anatomy-physiology

	_GoBack

