Meningitis Fact Sheet
What is meningitis?
Meningitis is an inflammation of the protective tissue covering the brain and spinal cord. The inflammation can be caused by infection from viruses or bacteria (germs).  These germs usually just cause common illness, such as a cold or an ear infection.  It is not known why one person can get meningitis when exposed to the same germs that do not cause others to get as sick.  Sometimes fungi, parasites, cancers, and head injuries can cause meningitis, but cases from these sources are rare and not contagious. 

What viruses cause meningitis?
Viral meningitis is the most common type of meningitis and enteroviruses are the most common cause of viral meningitis.  Other viruses that can cause meningitis are: mumps, herpes viruses, including Epstein-Barr, herpes simplex, and varicella-zoster virus, measles virus, Influenza virus, arboviruses, such as West Nile virus, and lymphocytic choriomeningits virus

What bacteria cause meningitis?
Various bacteria can cause meningitis, but the common causes will vary by age group:
	Age Group
	Causes

	Newborns
	Group B Streptococcus, Escherichia coli,  Listeria monocytogenes  

	Infants and Children
	Streptococcus pneumoniae, Neisseria meningitidis, Haemophilus influenza 

	Adolescents and Young Adults
	Neisseria meningitidis, Streptococcus pneumoniae

	Older Adults
	Streptococcus pneumoniae, Neisseria meningitidis, Listeria monocytogenes


Who is at risk for meningitis?
You can get meningitis at any age. However, some people have a higher risk of getting the disease, including children younger than five years old and people with weakened immune systems.  Other risk factors include crowded living conditions for those types of meningitis that are contagious and living or traveling to certain parts of the country or world where you are more likely to come into contact with the infectious germs.
What are the signs and symptoms of meningitis?
The symptoms of meningitis may not be the same for every person. Common symptoms are high fever, severe headache, stiff neck, drowsiness, nausea, and vomiting. Additional symptoms include rashes and sensitivity to light.  In babies, the symptoms are difficult to identify and may include fever, irritability, lack of appetite and difficulty waking the infant up.

How is meningitis treated and diagnosed?
The diagnosis is usually made by observing the patient’s symptoms and testing blood and spinal fluid.
How is meningitis treated?
Bacterial meningitis can be treated with a number of effective antibiotics. It is important that treatment be started early in the course of the disease. Appropriate antibiotic treatment of most common types of bacterial meningitis should reduce the risk of dying from meningitis to below 15%, although the risk is higher among the elderly.
For viral meningitis, treatment is not necessary for most cases. Most people who get viral meningitis completely recover on their own within 7 to 10 days. However, people with meningitis caused by certain viruses such as herpes virus and influenza, may benefit from treatment with an antiviral medication.

Is viral and bacterial meningitis contagious?
If you have close contact with a person who has viral or bacterial meningitis, you may become infected with the pathogen (germ) that made that person sick, but you are not likely to develop meningitis as a complication of your illness.
Neisseria meningitidis (also called meningococcal meningitis) and Haemophilus influenza type b (Hib) are two types of bacteria that could cause meningitis in people who have had close contact with a meningitis patient.   People in the same household or day-care center, or anyone with direct contact with a patient's oral secretions (such as a boyfriend or girlfriend) would be considered at increased risk of acquiring the infection from Neisseria meningitidis and Hib.

How can illness be prevented in a person exposed to meningococcal meningitis or Hib?
People who are at risk of acquiring infection from a person with meningococcal meningitis should receive antibiotics to prevent them from getting the disease. Antibiotics for contacts of a person with Hib meningitis disease is not recommended if all contacts 4 years of age or younger are fully vaccinated against Hib disease. 

Is there a vaccine to protect me from getting sick?
Yes, there are vaccines against Hib, as well as against some serogroups of N. meningitidis, many types of Streptococcus pneumoniae, measles, influenza, and mumps. 
 
Where can I get more information?
http://www.cdc.gov/meningitis/index.html 
This fact sheet is for information only and is not intended for self-diagnosis or as a substitute for consultation. If you have any questions about the disease described above or think that you may have an infection, consult with your healthcare provider. 	
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