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COVID-19 vaccine as a cause for unilateral lymphadenopathy
detected by 18F-FDG PET/CT in a patient affected by melanoma
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A 57-year-old male with BRAF mutant melanoma of the right
thigh with lung, inguinal lymph node, and spleen metastases
reached complete remission under combined treatment with
targeted therapy (dabrafenib and trametinib) and anti-PD-1
(pembrolizumab). 18F-FDG-PET/CT and abdominal MRI
from September 2020 showed no active disease.

Two weeks after the most recent dose of pembrolizumab, a
routine PET-FDG showed newly enlarged multiple lymph
nodes in the left axilla, retro pectoral space, and proximal
arm, with high FDG uptake (up to SUV 9.4); no other foci
were identified (see Figure). Upon questioning, the patient
reported that he had received two doses of the Pfizer
COVID-19 vaccine in his left arm, the last of which was given
6 days prior to imaging acquisition.

Axillary lymphadenopathy has been reported in 0.3% of
BNT162b2 mRNA COVID-19 vaccine recipients and was
usually resolved within 10 days post-injection [1]. Indeed,
FDG-avid lymphadenopathy was described after COVID-
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19 vaccination [2]. Similar findings are also reported after
influenza vaccination [3]. In this case, the occurrence of
post vaccination lymphadenopathy is described in a mela-
noma patient receiving immunotherapy. The contribution
of immune checkpoint inhibitors targeting the PD-1/PD-L1
axis has not yet been recorded, but the intensity of
adenopathy may be attributed, at least in part, to the en-
hancing effects of immunotherapy. While PD-1 blockade
does not appear to affect the severity of COVID-19 infec-
tion [4], it significantly enhances the emerging immune
response by vaccines such as influenza [5].

With widespread deployment of COVID-19 vaccines
and in-line with recent endorsement of vaccination in on-
cological patients under active anti-tumor treatment, sim-
ilar findings to those we describe are likely to be encoun-
tered widely. It is important to keep this etiology for ax-
illary lymphadenopathy in mind when interpreting PET
scans in oncological patients.
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