Viral Hemorrhagic Fevers Fact Sheet

What are viral hemorrhagic fevers (VHF)?

Viral hemorrhagic fevers (VHF) are a group of illnesses caused by four distinct types of viruses, including: arenaviruses, filoviruses, bunyaviruses, and flaviviruses. Some cause mild illness; others can cause severe, life threatening disease. VHF includes Ebola, Marburg, Lassa fever, Dengue fever and others. VHF are rarely seen the United States.

What are the symptoms?

Symptoms vary by the type of VHF, but initial symptoms can include: fever, fatigue, dizziness, muscle aches, loss of strength, and exhaustion. Patients with severe illness may bleed under the skin, in internal organs, or from body openings. Some may experience shock, coma, and seizures. Mortality ranges from 10-90% and is dependent upon the specific viral type agent and strain.

How are viral hemorrhagic fevers spread?

The spread of VHF depends on the virus type.  Most cases of VHF are acquired by exposure to an infected rodent or arthropods. Viruses associated with arthropods are spread when a mosquito or tick bites a human; whereas viruses associated with rodents are spread through direct contact with rodent urine or feces (e.g., from sweeping dirt containing dried urine or feces). Some VHF may be spread from person-to-person by direct contact with body fluids.

Who gets viral hemorrhagic fevers?

Anyone can get VHF; however, it generally occurs to people that live or visit an area with infected rodents or arthropods. They are more common in Africa but may occur in other parts of the world, including: North and South America, Europe and Asia.

How is it diagnosed?

VHF is diagnosed through special laboratory tests that are done at only a few specific laboratories. Samples may be taken from the blood, spinal fluid and various body tissues. These are not routine tests and special arrangements must be made prior to testing.

How are viral hemorrhagic fevers treated?

There is no effective treatment or cure.  Treatment is supportive in nature. Certain antiviral medications have been effective in treating some patients with certain types of VHF but their overall effectiveness is not known.

How can you prevent viral hemorrhagic fevers?

Except for yellow fever, there are no vaccines for VHF. The best way to prevent VHF is to avoid contact with infected rodents and arthropods. If this fails and a case of VHF does occur, efforts should focus on preventing person-to-person transmission. This can be accomplished by following proper infection control methods, including hand washing and the correct use of masks, gowns, and gloves.

Where can I get more information?

www.cdc.gov/health/default.htm 
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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