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Common treatment, rare complication: Reactive arthritis secondary to 
Bacillus Calmette Guerin (BCG) intravesical administration for bladder cancer.
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Introduction: 
Although intravesical administration of BCG for bladder cancer is a common treatment, it can cause a 
rare side effect known as reactive arthritis. To recognize the linkage of the reactive arthritis and BCG 
intravesical administration is the first step for the accurate diagnosis since this diagnosis is based on clinical 
manifestation. 

Case Presentation: 
An 83-year-old woman had transurethral resection of the bladder tumor followed by regular intravesical 
administration of BCG. She noticed polyarthralgia and bilateral conjunctival injection 2 days after the 6th 
administrations of BCG and these symptoms last 10 days and resolved on its own. After 2 days of the 7th 
instillation, fever and polyarthralgia recurred and she presented to our hospital. On physical exam, her blood 
pressure was 117/50 mmHg, the pulse was 70 beats per minute and she was afebrile. She had conjunctival 
injection in her left eye, and her right wrist, bilateral knee joints were warm and swollen. Blood tests 
showed WBC 11,500/μl and CRP 36.7mg/dL. Chlamydia trachomatis PCR in urine was negative. Given the 
finding of oligoarthritis and conjunctivitis appeared after several doses of BCG instillation, we diagnosed 
her with reactive arthritis. She was started treatment with NSAIDs and 20mg of prednisone with minimal 
improvement. After adding methotrexate, her symptoms has improved gradually.

Discussion: 
Reactive arthritis is diagnosed clinically based on the pattern of findings and exclusion of other diseases. 
The rate of articular side effect of BCG is reported to be 0.5-1%. Although it is rare, knowing the association 
with reactive arthritis and BCG administration is important for the accurate diagnosis. Early recognition 
of symptoms and treatment of reactive arthritis may relieve the patient discomfort earlier and prevent the 
disability.


