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Facts about Tetanus for Adults


What is tetanus?  Tetanus, commonly called lockjaw, is a bacterial disease that affects the nervous system. It is contracted through a cut or wound that becomes contaminated with tetanus bacteria. The bacteria can get in through deep puncture wounds or cuts like those made by nails or knives, but even a scratch provides an entryway. Tetanus bacteria are present worldwide and are commonly found in soil and most surfaces. The infection causes severe muscle spasms, leading to "locking" of the jaw, making it hard to open the mouth or swallow. In severe cases, tetanus infections may lead to death by suffocation. Tetanus is the only vaccine-preventable disease that is not transmitted from person to person. 


What are the symptoms?  Common first signs of tetanus are a headache and muscular stiffness in the jaw (lockjaw) followed by stiffness of the neck, difficulty swallowing, hardening of abdominal muscles, spasms, sweating and fever. Symptoms usually begin around eight days after infection, but may range in onset from three days to three weeks.


How can tetanus be prevented?  Vaccination is the best way to protect against tetanus. Due to widespread immunization, tetanus is a rare disease in the U.S. Most people receive their first dose as children in the form of a combined vaccine called DTaP (diphtheria-tetanus-acellular pertussis). Health officials now recommend that adults and adolescents receive a Tdap (tetanus-diphtheria-acellular pertussis) booster vaccine to protect against three diseases: tetanus, diphtheria and pertussis (whooping cough). This recommendation is instead of the previously recommended Td (tetanus-diphtheria) booster. 
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Facts about Diphtheria for Adults


What is diphtheria?  Diphtheria is an acute bacterial disease that usually affects the tonsils, throat, nose and/or skin. The disease is passed from person to person by droplet transmission, usually by breathing in diphtheria bacteria after an infected person has coughed, sneezed or even laughed. It can also be spread by handling used tissues or by drinking from a glass used by an infected person. Diphtheria can lead to breathing problems, heart failure, paralysis and sometimes death. 


What are the symptoms?  In its early stages, diphtheria may be mistaken for a severe sore throat. Other symptoms include a low-grade fever and enlarged lymph nodes (swollen glands) located in the neck. Diphtheria can cause skin lesions that may be painful, red and swollen. Symptoms usually appear two to four days after infection, with a range of one to six days. People carrying diphtheria germs are contagious for up to four weeks without antibiotic therapy, even if they themselves do not develop symptoms.


How can diphtheria be prevented?  There is a vaccine for diphtheria. Most people receive their first dose as children in the form of a combined vaccine called DTaP (diphtheria-tetanus-acellular pertussis). Health officials now recommend that adults and adolescents receive a Tdap (tetanus-diphtheria-acellular pertussis) booster vaccine to protect against tetanus, diphtheria and pertussis (whooping cough). This recommendation is instead of the previously recommended Td (tetanus-diphtheria) booster.

For More Information

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

National Immunization Program

www.cdc.gov/nip
West Virginia Immunization Program

West Virginia Department of Health and Human Resources

(304) 558-2188 or (800) 642-3634 (in WV only)

www.wvdhhr.org/immunizations/
Tetanus and Diphtheria
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