Tetanus Fact Sheet

What is tetanus?

Tetanus, commonly called lockjaw, is a disease that affects the nervous system and is caused by a toxin produced by bacteria known as Clostridium tetani. This disease can result in death.  

What are the symptoms?

Early symptoms include lockjaw, stiffness in the neck and abdomen, and difficulty swallowing.   Later symptoms include severe muscle spasms, generalized tonic seizure-like activity and severe autonomic nervous system disorders.

Who gets tetanus?

Tetanus can occur in anyone who has not received the proper vaccines.  Due to widespread immunization, tetanus is now a rare disease in the United States.

How does someone get tetanus?

Tetanus can happen when a wound becomes contaminated with the bacteria or the bacteria get into the body through a break in the skin. The bacteria that cause tetanus are found in soil and animal or human feces. It is not passed from person-to-person.

What kind of injuries might allow tetanus to enter the body?

The most dangerous kind of injury involves possible contamination with dirt, animal feces, and manure.  Even minor wounds can allow tetanus to enter the body.  People have become infected with tetanus following surgery, burns, lacerations, abrasions, crush wounds, ear infections, dental infections, animal bites, abortion, pregnancy, body piercing and tattooing, and injection drug use. People can also get tetanus from splinters.

Can you get tetanus more than once?

Yes. Tetanus disease does not cause immunity because so little of the potent toxin is required to cause the disease. Persons recovering from tetanus should begin or complete a tetanus vaccine series.

How is tetanus diagnosed?

The diagnosis of tetanus is based on the clinical signs and symptoms.  

Is there a treatment for tetanus?

Once a person develops symptoms there is only supportive treatment with the control of complications. The best thing to do is to prevent tetanus through immunization and to seek proper wound care after injury.

What vaccines are needed to prevent tetanus?

Tetanus vaccine, (usually given in combination with diphtheria and acellular pertussis vaccines and called DTaP), is given at two, four, six and twelve to fifteen months of age, and between four and six years of age. Persons who are seven years of age or older should receive either Tdap (tetanus, diphtheria and acellular petussis vaccine) or Td (tetanus and diphtheria) every ten years. Ask your healthcare provider or local health department which vaccine is appropriate for you.

How should a wound be treated to prevent tetanus?

Wounds should be thoroughly cleaned.  If you have not had a tetanus toxoid booster in the previous 10 years, a single booster injection should be administered on the day of injury.  For severe wounds, a booster may be given if more than 5 years have elapsed since the last dose. Tetanus immune globulin (TIG), antitoxin and antibiotics may be given if you have not been previously immunized with at least 3 doses of tetanus vaccine.

Where can I get more information?

Visit www.cdc.gov or call your local health department.
This fact sheet is for information only and is not intended for self-diagnosis or as a substitute for consultation. If you have any questions about the disease described above or think that you may have an infection, consult with your healthcare provider. 
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