
Clinical Guideline   
Pediatric Acute Bacterial Arthritis (ABA) 
Pediatric Emergency Medicine and Acute Care Pediatrics 

  

 

  
For questions concerning this guideline, contact: 

chorclinicalguidelines@vcuhealth.org 

o 

chrichmond.org 
Last Updated: May 2025 
Next Update: May 2028 

This guideline serves as a guide and does 
not replace clinical judgment.  

 

 

 

 

 

Empiric Antibiotics Synovial Fluid Cell Counts Patient Population 

Vancomycin + Cefazolin WBC > 50K with PMN predominant Standard risk 

Vancomycin + Ceftriaxone WBC > 50K with PMN predominant Under/unimmunized 
Sexually active adolescents 

Vancomycin + Ampicillin-sulbactam WBC > 50K with PMN predominant Penetrating injury 

Ceftriaxone WBC 25K-75K 
Lyme arthritis – afebrile, knee 
effusion, able to bear weight, WBC 
<10k, ESR <40, send Lyme Ab 

None WBC 5K-15K Transient Synovitis 

Presumptive Diagnosis of Acute Bacterial (Septic) Arthritis  
Pain, swelling, erythema, warmth, and reduced range of motion of joint 

Most cases in single hip, knee, ankle, or elbow 
 

Empiric Treatment* 
• Obtain blood cultures before starting antibiotics   
• It is reasonable to hold antibiotics until arthrocentesis if patient is NOT ill-appearing 

AND procedure planned within 24 hours 

Definitive Therapy* 
• Determined by cultures and clinical course 
• Pediatric ID Consult 

*Refer to Pediatric Antimicrobial Guide for detailed discussion 
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