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INTRODUCTION

Stevens Johnson syndrome (SJS)/toxic epidermal
necrolysis (TEN) is a severe cutaneous adverse
reaction. We report a case of TEN and concurrent
COVID-19-associated hyperinflammatory syndrome
(cHIS) successfully treated with systemic corticoste-
roids and etanercept.

CASE REPORT

A 46-year-old man with a history of ascending
aortic dissection status post aortic root and aortic
valve replacement on warfarin presented with a
2-day history of painful rash. His only new medica-
tion was trimethoprim-sulfamethoxazole  160-
800 mg twice daily, started 4 days prior to rash onset
and discontinued the following day. Two days pre-
ceding the rash, he developed a fever to 38 °C.
Review of systems was negative for cough, sore
throat, rhinorrhea, or congestion. He was vaccinated
and boosted with the BNT162b2 (Pfizer-BioNTech)
vaccine. Nasopharyngeal polymerase chain reaction
test for SARS-CoV-2 was negative.

Abbreviations used:

cHIS: COVID-19-associated hyperinflammatory
syndrome

SJS: Stevens Johnson syndrome

TEN: toxic epidermal necrolysis

On admission, his vital signs were unremark-
able. His dermatologic examination (Fig 1) demon-
strated bilaterally injected sclera with yellow-white
crusting around the eyelid margins and a 3-cm
erosion on the hard palate. Painful red macules
coalescing into patches covered >90% of his body
surface area, with extensive flaccid bullae creating
a “cigarette paper” appearance. Nikolsky sign was
positive. Laboratory testing was notable for serum
bicarbonate of 19 mmol/L (normal 20-30 mmol/L).
Skin biopsy of the right upper back demonstrated
an acute basket-woven stratum corneum, wide-
spread, confluent keratinocyte necrosis with focal
adnexal involvement, and modest inflammation
(Fig 2).
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Fig 1. Clinical findings. Coalescing red papules on the anterior chest (A) with a positive
Nikolsky sign on the right upper back (B), both on initial presentation (day 1). Coalescing red
macules and patches with >95% BSA with multiple large flaccid bullae and erosions,
demonstrated on the anterior chest on day 2 (C). Significant re-epithelialization after 2 doses
of etanercept as demonstrated on the anterior chest on day 11 (D). BSA, Body surface area.
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Fig 2. Histopathological findings. Acute basket-woven
stratum corneum, widespread, confluent keratinocyte ne-
crosis with focal adnexal involvement, and modest inflam-
mation, seen at 2X (A) and 200X (B).

The diagnosis based on clinicopathological corre-
lation was TEN, with trimethoprim-sulfamethoxazole
as the suspected drug culprit. He was initially treated
with a single dose of methylprednisolone 125 mg IV
(2 mg/kg prednisone equivalent) and etanercept
50 mg subcutaneously. On day 2, he became febrile
with a temperature of 39.3 °C. On day 4, he tested
positive for SARS-CoV-2 by nasopharyngeal polymer-
ase chain reaction. Laboratory testing was notable for
C-reactive protein of 276.5 mg/L (normal <10 mg/L)
and ferritin of 1465 ng/mL (normal 30-400 ng/mL). On

day 5, he began a 5-day course of dexamethasone
6 mg and received a second etanercept dose. On day
6, he received tocilizumab 8 mg/kg IV and began a
5-day course of remdesivir 100 mg. On day 7, he
required intubation and mechanical ventilation due to
agitated delirium requiring sedation. While intubated,
he required low positive end-expiratory pressures and
a low fraction of inspired oxygen. Initial reepitheliza-
tion was observed on day 7. His hospital course was
complicated by Pseudomonas bacteremia and
Clostridioides difficile colitis, for which he received
IV piperacillin-tazobactam and PO vancomycin,
respectively. Complete reepithelization was observed
by day 15. He was extubated on day 17 and
discharged home on day 23.

DISCUSSION

This case report describes the first successful
treatment of TEN and concurrent cHIS with systemic
corticosteroids and etanercept in the literature. His
SCORTEN (Score of Toxic Epidermal Necrolysis) was
3 and the ABCD-10 severity-of-illness score (age,
bicarbonate, cancer, dialysis, 10% body surface area)
was 2, with predicted mortality rates of 35.8% and
12.3%, respectively."” The cHIS score was 2 (based
on D-dimer and C-reactive protein). cHIS score >1 is
sensitive for mechanical ventilation and mortality.”
Some viruses may contribute to the pathogenesis of
SJS/TEN, for example, by increasing expression of
Fas ligand or sensitivity to Fas ligand-mediated
apoptosis.” Such a pathogenic role for SARS-CoV-2
remains uncertain.

Consensus regarding SJS/TEN treatment is lack-
ing. A 2022 Cochrane systematic review determined
with low-certainty evidence that etanercept, when
compared to corticosteroids, may reduce disease-
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specific mortality in SJS/TEN.” This determination
was based on a randomized controlled trial, which
further reported that etanercept, compared with
corticosteroids, significantly reduced the skin-
healing time in participants with = 10% body surface
area detachment and the incidence of gastrointes-
tinal hemorrhage in all participants.” The Cochrane
systematic review determined an uncertain differ-
ence in disease-specific mortality between treatment
with and without corticosteroids.” Since the
Cochrane review’s publication, additional studies
have evaluated the efficacy of etanercept in the
treatment of SJS/TEN. A retrospective study of 242
patients with SJS/TEN found that corticosteroids
combined with etanercept, compared with cortico-
steroid monotherapy, reduced mortality, skin heal-
ing time, and corticosteroid-related adverse events.’
A prospective study of 25 patients with SJS/TEN
found that corticosteroids combined with etaner-
cept, compared with corticosteroid monotherapy,
significantly shortened the course of the initial
steroid treatment and the duration of the acute stage,
hospitalization stay, and skin reepithelialization.”

Systemic corticosteroids have been shown to
reduce mortality in hospitalized patients with
COVID-19 infection receiving respiratory support.’
Data on etanercept use during COVID-19 infection
are limited; however, a meta-analysis of 35 studies
found no difference in hospitalization between
patients with COVID-19 infection taking tumor ne-
crosis factor—alpha inhibitors and controls.'” Further
research is required to determine the efficacy and
safety of systemic corticosteroids and etanercept in
patients with SJS/TEN complicated by COVID-19
infection.
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