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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

New-onset vitiligo after COVID-19 mRNA vaccination: A causal

association?

Dear Editor,

Given the widespread vaccination of the population with
the novel mRNA vaccines against COVID-19, it is of utmost
importance to identify any possible adverse effects they
may have. In clinical trials with the BNT162b2 COVID-19
mRNA vaccine (Pfizer-BioNTech), adverse effects included
mostly injection-site reactions, fatigue and headache.!

Herein, we report a case of vitiligo following vaccina-
tion with the BNT162b2 COVID-19 mRNA vaccine (Pfizer/
BioNTech).

A 69-year-old male presented with white macules on his
face, abdomen, back, and upper and lower limbs that covered
approximately 20% of his total body surface area (Figure 1).
The lesions had appeared several months before his presenta-
tion, 3 days after his second dose of the BNT162b2 COVID-19
mRNA vaccine (Pfizer/BioNTech). The patient reported that
the lesions appeared initially on the dorsal area of his hands,
progressed to the rest of his body the following month and
since then they had remained stable. There was no progression

of the lesions after the third dose of the vaccine. The patient
recalled that a few days after the first dose of the vaccine he
noticed a few hypomelanotic lesions in his forearms which
were very subtle and for which he did not seek medical advice.
His medical history was unremarkable and he reported no
family history of vitiligo. A biopsy and immunohistochemical
analysis were performed which showed reduction/absence of
melanocytes and absence of melanin in the basal layer of the
epidermis. The patient was diagnosed with vitiligo and the di-
agnosis was supported with examination under Wood's lamp.
The patient was started on narrowband UVB phototherapy.
Some improvement was observed after 2 months of treatment,
especially on the face.

To our knowledge, six other mRNA vaccine related vitil-
igo cases have been reported so far with four of them being
related to the BNT162b2 COVID-19 mRNA vaccine (Pfizer/
BioNTech)’™® and two of them to the Moderna (mRNA-1273)
COVID-19 vaccine.>” All of them were adults except for
one 13-year-old girl.> All patients reported that their lesions

FIGURE 1

Vitiligo lesions on our patient.
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appeared approximately 1-2weeks after the first dose of the
vaccine, with the exception of one patient, who developed only
very faint hypopigmented macules after the first dose, which
progressed to overt vitiligo after the second dose, as was the
case in our patient.6 In another patient, no deterioration was
reported after the second dose of the vaccine.” Two patients
reported a personal history of other autoimmune diseases [ul-
cerative colitis® and ankylosing spondylitis*], which may have
contributed to the appearance of vitiligo.” A positive family
history of vitiligo was reported by two patients.>’

Vaccination in general has already been associated with
autoimmunity,® but, to our knowledge, not with vitiligo.
The temporal association between anti-COVID 19 vaccina-
tion and vitiligo in our patient may suggest a possible con-
tribution of the vaccine to the development of the disease.
The exact pathophysiological mechanism linking the vacci-
nation and the disease remains unclear. A proposed mech-
anism could be the production of type I interferons (IFN-I)
through stimulation of plasmacytoid dendritic cells, a pro-
cess that can be induced by coronaviruses’ and is also asso-
ciated with the pathogenesis of vitiligo."

The benefits of anti-COVID 19 vaccination far outweigh
the suspected adverse effects and all eligible candidates
should be encouraged to receive the vaccines. At the same
time, clinicians should also be encouraged to report possible
adverse effects of vaccination in an effort to contribute to
the best possible counselling of patients. Since a very high
percentage of the population in most European countries
have already been vaccinated, it would be of great interest
to search for a possible post-vaccination increase in vitiligo
incidence in these countries.
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