
April 2015 East african MEdical Journal    199

East African Medical Journal Vol. 92 No. 4 April 2015
OPHTHALMOPLEGIA, DYSPHONIA AND TETRAPARESIS DUE TO GUILLAIN-BARRE'S SYNDROME IN  
PREGNANT AT 14 WEEKS OF GESTATION: CASE REPORT
P. W. Atipo-Tsiba, MD, FEBO, Ophthalmology department, C. Itoua, Obstetrics and Gynaecology Departement, Fa 
Itiere Odzili, ENT department and B. Diatewa, Ophthalmology department, University Hospital of Brazzaville, Congo

Request for reprints to: P. W. Atipo-Tsiba, MD, FEBO, Head of clinic at University Hospital of Brazzaville, Assistant at 
Marien Ngouabi, University of Brazzaville, Congo, Email : atipo.kani@gmail.com

OPHTHALMOPLEGIA, DYSPHONIA AND TETRAPARESIS DUE TO GUILLAIN-
BARRE'S SYNDROME IN PREGNANT AT 14 WEEKS OF GESTATION: CASE 

REPORT

P. W. ATIPO-TSIBA, C. ITOUA, FA ITIERE ODZILI and B. DIATEWA

SUMMARY

Guillain-Barre’s syndrome (GBS) or inflammatory/post-infectious acute 
polyradiculoneuropathy is due to demyelination of nerves, causing a progressive paresis 
or paralysis. It usually begins in the legs and sometimes goes up to the respiratory 
muscles and cranial nerves. 
The exact mechanism of GBS occurrance is still unclear. An autoimmune disease is 
the assumption with the largest consensus to date. Autoantibodies related to a viral 
or bacterial infection in the days or weeks before the onset of symptoms damage the 
myelin sheaths of nerve fibers. These infections can range from a simple cold with 
sore throat to gastrointestinal disorders. In very rare cases, it is also recognised that 
the use of some drugs (streptokinase, Captopril ...) can cause GBS. The gestation is a  
relative immunological rest period  in which autoimmune pathologies have, in their 
majority, a true clinical lull related to the acceptance of the embryo and the foetus by 
the woman's body. The onset of the GBS in the period is exceptional. We report a case 
of paralysis of the nerve VI accompanied by dysphonia and tetraparesis due to GBS 
in a pregnant of 24 year old with 14 weeks of gestation.

INTRODUCTION

GBS also called inflammatory or post-infectious 
acute polyradiculoneuropathy is characterized by a 
progressive paresis or paralysis. The first signs appear 
in the legs often with a gradual ascent towards the 
chest and cranial nerves (1-3). It affects both sexes, 
with a slight male predominance, children are rarely 
achieved (4, 5). In most cases, patient recover their 
physical abilities after 6 to 12 months (1, 6, 7).
 In this pathology, the myelin surrounding nerve 
fibers is impaired (demyelination). This has the 
consequence slower transmission of nerve signals. 
The exact cause of GBS is unknown, but probably 
an autoimmune demyelination origin. The exact 
mechanism is still not known, but it is currently 
accepted that an overreaction of the immune 
defenses against infection is the cause. In fact, about 
two-thirds of person with GBS have suffered from 
a viral or bacterial infection in the days or weeks 
before the onset of symptoms. These infections can 

range from a common cold with sore throat through 
gastrointestinal disorders. Exceptionally, the outbreak 
of the syndrome may also be related to the use of 
some drugs (streptokinase, Captopril ...) (1, 6-9).
 The gestation is a <<relative rest immunological 
period >> during which autoimmune pathologies 
have, in their majority, a real clinical lull linked 
to acceptance of the embryo and the fetus by the 
woman's body. The onset of the GBS in the period is 
exceptional. We report a case of paralysis of the nerve 
VI accompanied by dysphonia and tetraparesis due 
to GBS in a pregnant of 24 year old with 14 weeks of 
gestation..

CASE REPORT 

Ms XH was 24 years old when taken into care at 14 
weeks of gestation for a moderate GBS. She was treated 
with oxygen therapy a week, the rest of the treatment 
was symptomatic (analgesics, muscle massages). She 
made functional rehabilitation sessions over three 
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months. She almost fully recovered except for a few 
minor problems of gripping and of sensitivity of 
hands. Her pregnancy was completed. She delivered 
vaginally of a child 3,5 Kg healthy.
 The Ms XH's disease story begins when she 
have 14 weeks of gestation by a flu syndrome. She 
describes the rest of the story of her illness as a period 
divided into five steps. Each phase is composed by 
signs, which complete the symptomatology of the 
previous, with an average setup time of about ten 
days, in the following order:
Step 1: a tingling sensation in the feet and hands; 
Step 2: a muscle weakness she compares to a heavy 

legs with steppage;
Step 3:  a weakness of the upper limbs associated with 

atrophy of Tenar eminences and Hypotenar 
(monkey hand sign) Figure 1

Step 4:  a weakness of the sphincters responsible of 
a easy loss of feces and urine;

Step 5:  inspiratory and expiratory moderate dyspnea 
associated with ophthalmoplegia (paralysis 
of the left VI, Figures 2 and 3) and dysphonia.

Furthermore, the review could have noted:
- an abolition of the deep tendon reflexes;
- a bradycardia (60 beats /min);
- an elevated protein level in cerebrospinal fluid;
- electromyogram (EMG) confirmed the disruption 
of electrical signals, muscle function was   normal.
Obstetric ultrasound and brain magnetic resonance 
imaging (MRI) were normal. 

DISCUSSION

GBS can occur during pregnancy. Even in severe 
cases, it does not increase the risk of miscarriage 
or that of fetal death. It does not affect the baby's 
development, and immunoglobulin treatment can be 
followed safely. Moreover, pregnancy does not alter 
the course of GBS and childbirth can be vaginally, 
even if the mother's paralysis (10, 11).
 GBS is manifested by symptoms of severity 
varies from one person to another. In some case, it 
may even go unnoticed or be treated as an ordinary 
viral disease. This disease affects the sensory and 
motor nerves. It evolves in three phases, succeeding 
an infectious episode (flu, sore throat, gastroenteritis) 
(1-3, 6-9):

Phase 1: The first symptoms include abnormal 
sensations such as numbness, tingling, pins and 
needles, electric shock sensations and vibrations 
manifesting themselves in the feet and hands. Muscle 
weakness of varying intensity, up to paralysis. It 
begins in the feet, then rising to the upper limbs and 
head. The achievement is symmetric and progressing 
rapidly. Severe pain or cramps may occur especially 
at the back, buttocks and thighs. Various nerves 
may be affected at the head, responsible for various 

signs (ophthalmoplegia, dysphonia, swallowing 
disorder…). The nerves controlling the diaphragm 
may also be affected causing dyspnea of varying 
severity. Sometime the use of a respirator assistance 
may be necessary. This first stage lasts about three 
weeks or a month.

Phase 2: a phase of several days to several weeks, 
during which the symptoms stabilise. While paralyses 
are maximum, other symptoms related to the 
achievement of the autonomic nervous system may 
occur: tachycardia or bradycardia, low blood pression 
or high blood pression, rarely constipation. During 
this phase can be observed complications that occur 
frequently in patients hospitalised in intensive care 
unity (ICU) for a long time: respiratory and urinary 
tract infections, pressure ulcers and phlebitis.

Phase 3: symptoms regress, this phase lasts several 
months. Recovery can be complete, but some 
sequelae may persist, depending on the severity of 
the syndrome.
 Miller-Fisher syndrome is a localised form 
of GBS. It combines ophthalmoplegia, ataxia and 
areflexia. It also follows an infectious syndrome, 
most often due to Campylobacter jejuni responsible 
for gastroenteritis (12-14).
 In rare cases, death may occur from cardiac arrest, 
or complications observed in patients kept longer in 
the ICU (1, 6, 8). The risk of death increases with age. 
In general, the evolution is more favorable than the 
patient is young, the signs are moderate. In about 
85% of cases, recovery is complete after six to twelve 
months. The myelin sheath is gradually rebuilt. In 
severe cases, rehabilitation can be long, and about 
10% of all cases are affected negatively. Indeed, it 
happens that in addition to myelin, the nerve fiber 
itself is damaged, and it irreversibly (2, 7, 15-17). The 
sequelae may include decreased sensitivity to touch, 
persistent tingling or muscle weakness, especially in 
the feet or hands. Finally, relapses are possible but 
rare (5% of cases) (14, 18, 19).
 The diagnosis of GBS is suspected based on 
clinical signs. Two additional tests are useful (2, 3, 7,  
8):
- the lumbar puncture to detect abnormal elevation 
of protein in the cerebrospinal fluid
- the electromyogram which reveals a normal muscle 
function and disruption of the electrical activity of 
nerves..
 Severe forms of this syndrome requires 
immediate hospitalization. Two main treatments of 
comparable effectiveness, can limit the process of 
nerve damage, and thereby to limit the severity of 
the syndrome (20-22):
- Plasmapheresis, which eliminates the blood of patients 
of autoantibodies responsible for the destruction of 
myelin. Several sessions are required.
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Figure 1

Figure 2

Figure 3

- Intravenous immunoglobulin (IVIg), are injected to 
the patient (in the form of infusion) antibodies from 
the blood of many donors. By poorly understood 
mechanisms, these IVIG neutralise harmful 
autoantibodies. This treatment is easier to administer 
than plasmapheresis and its side effects (allergic 
reactions, muscle pain, fever, and headache) are rare. 
 All the symptoms associated with GBS should 

be treated to relieve the patient. Tracheostomy may 
need en prolonged assisted ventilation. En event 
of swallowing disorders gastric tube should be put 
in place. Measures against pressure ulcers should 
be followed by prolonged hospitalisation. Taking 
anticoagulant drugs reduces the risk of phlebitis. 
Analgesics are sometimes necessary if severe pain 
especially during Phase 1.
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Physical therapy and physiotherapy are essential 
and can be put in place from the beginning of the 
disease (16, 17, 23).
 The evolution of paralysis and progressive loss 
of autonomy create a state of anxiety and concern. 
Discouragement and waiver can be installed, 
especially when progress is slow. Psychological 
support is needed for the patient and family.

In conclusion, although exceptional, the diagnosis of 
Guillain-Barre’s syndrome should not be disregarded 
during gestation. This disease can be a real problem 
for the obstetrician, although in most cases, it does 
not compromise the development of the fetus or 
vaginal delivery. Caesarean is sometimes the only 
alternative in severe forms.

REFERENCES

1. Webb AJ, Brain SA, Wood R, Rinaldi S, Turner MR. 
Seasonal variation in Guillain-Barré syndrome: a 
systematic review, meta-analysis and Oxfordshire 
cohort study. J Neurol Neurosurg Psychiatry. 2014 Dec 
24. pii: jnnp-2014-309056. doi: 10.1136/jnnp-2014-
309056. [Epub ahead of print].

2. Forsberg A, Widén-Holmqvist L, Ahlström G. 
Balancing everyday life two years after falling ill 
with Guillain-Barré syndrome: a qualitative study. 
Clin Rehabil. 2014 Sep 8. pii: 0269215514549564. [Epub 
ahead of print].

3. Hughes CL, Yorio JT, Kovitz C, Oki Y. Treatment 
decisions in a man with Hodgkin lymphoma and 
Guillian-Barré syndrome: a case report. J Med Case 
Rep. 2014;8:455.

4. Kumar M, Aroor S, Mundkur S, Kumar S. Guillain-
barre syndrome: a clinical study of twenty children. 
J Clin Diagn Res. 2015;9:SC09-12. 

5. Kajimoto M, Koga M, Narumi H, Inoue H, Matsushige 
T, Ohga S. Successful control of radicular pain in 
a pediatric patient with Guillain-Barré syndrome. 
Brain Dev. 2015 Feb 14. pii: S0387-7604(15)00020-0. 
doi: 10.1016/j.braindev.2015.01.004. [Epub ahead of 
print].

6. Kaida K, Kusunoki S. Guillain-Barré syndrome: 
the International GBS Outcome Study. Brain Nerve. 
2014;66:1496-502.

7. Yadegari S, Nafissi S, Kazemi N. Comparison 
of electrophysiological findings in axonal and 
demyelinating Guillain-Barre syndrome. Iran J Neurol. 
2014;13:138-143.

8. Navani V, Webster D, Williams SK, Agranoff D. 
Guillain-Barre syndrome as a paraneoplastic 
manifestation of disseminated squamous cell 
carcinoma. BMJ Case Rep. 2013 May 31;2013. pii: 
bcr2013009700. doi: 10.1136/bcr-2013-009700.

9. Shugaiv E, Kiyat-Atamer A, Tüzün E et al. Coexistence 
of Guillain-Barré syndrome and Behçet's disease. Clin 
Exp Rheumatol. 2013;31(3 Suppl 77):88-89.

10. Meenakshi-Sundaram S, Swaminathan K, Karthik 
SN, Bharathi S. Relapsing Guillain-Barre syndrome in 
pregnancy and postpartum. Ann Indian Acad Neurol. 
2014;17:352-354.

11. Vasudev R, Raina TR. A Rare case of Guillain-
Barré syndrome in pregnancy treated with plasma 
exchange. Asian J Transfus Sci. 2014;8:59-60.

12. Grosso S, Verrotti A, Tei M, Cornacchione S, Giannini 
F, Balestri P. Recurrent Miller Fisher syndrome in 
children. Pediatr Neurol. 2014;50:269-271.

13. Toru S, Ohara M, Hane Y, Ishiguro T, Kobayashi T. 
Successful steroid treatment for recurrent Miller 
Fisher syndrome. Muscle Nerve. 2012;45:763-764.

14. Vermeersch G, Boschi A, Deggouj N, van Pesch V, 
Sindic CJ. Recurrent Miller Fisher syndrome with 
vestibular involvement. Eur Neurol. 2011;66:210-214.

15. Albiol-Pérez S, Forcano-García M, Muñoz-Tomás 
MT and al. A Novel Virtual Motor Rehabilitation 
System for Guillain-Barré Syndrome. Two Single 
Case Studies. Methods Inf Med. 2015;54. [Epub ahead 
of print].

16. Vigneri S, Spadaro S, Farinelli I et al. Acute respiratory 
failure onset in a patient with Guillain-Barré 
syndrome after Legionella-associated pneumonia: a 
case report. J Clin Neuromuscul Dis. 2014;16:74-78.

17. Alexandrescu R, Siegert RJ, Turner-Stokes L. 
Functional outcomes and efficiency of rehabilitation 
in a national cohort of patients with Guillain-Barré 
syndrome and other inflammatory polyneuropathies. 
PLoS One. 2014;9:e110532. doi: 10.1371/journal.
pone.0110532. eCollection 2014.

18. Dy M, Leshner RL, Crawford JR. An unusual case 
of recurrent guillain-barre syndrome of a different 
subtype five years after initial diagnosis. Case Rep 
Neurol Med. ;2013:356157. doi: 10.1155/2013/356157. 
Epub 2013 Apr 28.

19. Baxter R, Lewis N, Bakshi N, Vellozzi C, Klein NP; 
CISA Network. Recurrent Guillain-Barre syndrome 
following vaccination. Clin Infect Dis. 2012;54:800-804.

20. Gafoor VA, Jose J, Saifudheen K, Musthafa M. 
Plasmapheresis in neurological disorders : Experience 
from a tertiary care hospital in South India. Ann Indian 
Acad Neurol. 2015;18:15-19.

21. Wang J, McQuilten ZK, Wood EM, Aubron C. 
Intravenous immunoglobulin in critically ill adults: 
When and what is the evidence? J Crit Care. 2015 
Feb 7. pii: S0883-9441(15)00059-3. doi: 10.1016/j.
jcrc.2015.01.022. [Epub ahead of print].

22. Xu X, Jia L, Chen L et al. Guillain-Barre syndrome after 
allogeneic hematopoietic stem cell transplantation: 
two cases report and literature review. 2014;35:694-
697.

23. Ranjani P, Khanna M, Gupta A, Nagappa M, Taly 
AB, Haldar P. Prevalence of fatigue in Guillain-Barre 
syndrome in neurological rehabilitation setting. Ann 
Indian Acad Neurol. 2014;17:331-335.


