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Pertussis Information Sheet 

 
What causes pertussis? 
Pertussis, also called whooping cough, is caused by a germ, Bordetella pertussis. 
 
How does pertussis spread? 
Pertussis is spread through the air by germs and is very easy to catch (contagious).  If not treated, 
pertussis can spread easily to others. 
 
How long does it take to show signs of pertussis after being near someone that has the 
germ? 
It usually takes about 7 to 10 days after being near someone with pertussis to get sick.  But, it 
could take just 4 days or up to 21 days for this to happen. 
 
What are the symptoms of pertussis? 
Pertussis usually starts like a common cold (runny nose, sneezing, low-grade fever, and a mild 
cough) but can worsen over 1–2 weeks. 
 
People with pertussis may have coughing spells in which they can’t catch their breath between 
coughs.  As they catch their breath at the end of a coughing spell, they may loudly gasp, making 
a high-pitched “whoop”- hence the name, “whooping cough".  They may also vomit or feel like 
they are choking.  Young babies with pertussis may not have a “whoop” or even have a cough.  
Infants and young children often look very ill and seem to be suffering. The child may turn blue 
and vomit. 
 
How serious is pertussis? 
Pertussis can be a very bad disease, especially for infants.  Infants 6 months of age and younger 
are the ones most likely to die from pertussis.  The breathing problems that happen with this 
illness can be very upsetting and scary. 
 
Adults are less likely than infants to become seriously ill with pertussis.  Adults may go to the 
doctor a lot and miss work before pertussis is known to be the reason for the cough lasting so 
long.  Adults with pertussis infection also can give the germ to infants they spend time with. 
 
What are possible problems from pertussis?  
Younger people have a greater chance of problems and going to the hospital for pertussis than 
older people. 
 
Infants are also more likely to have a lung infection, seizures, or brain swelling.  Other less 
serious complications include ear infection, poor appetite, and dehydration (not enough fluid). 
Adults with pertussis can have problems such as lung infection and broken ribs from coughing.   
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How do I know if my child or I have pertussis? 
The doctor usually decides if someone has pertussis by learning the medical history and 
examining the patient.  A lab test may be done by swabbing the back of the patient's throat 
(through the nose). 
 
Is there a treatment for pertussis? 
Antibiotics (a medicine that kills the germ) can prevent the spread of pertussis.  The doctor wants 
people with pertussis to take antibiotics.  Antibiotics are also recommended for some people that 
the health department decides have been close to someone with pertussis.  People that have been 
close to someone with pertussis and are likely to become very sick with pertussis should get 
antibiotics.  Other people who could give the germ to another person who could become very 
sick should also get antibiotics.  Antibiotics can help prevent pertussis no matter what age you 
are or even if you have had a shot to prevent pertussis.  
 
How long can a person with pertussis spread the germ?  
People with pertussis are most able to spread the germ in the first two weeks after the cough 
starts.  But, germs can be spread up to 21 days.  Once the person starts taking antibiotics for 
pertussis, the person may still spread the germ for five more days.  Anyone with pertussis that 
takes antibiotics should stay at home for at least 5 days after starting the medicine.  Anyone with 
pertussis who does not take antibiotics should stay home for 21 days. 
 
Can the spread of pertussis be stopped? 
The spread of pertussis can be stopped by getting a pertussis shot, or vaccination.  Pertussis 
vaccine comes together with vaccines for tetanus and diphtheria.  This comes in one shot, called 
“DTaP” for kids.  The DTaP is given at 2, 4, 6, and 15 months of age, and again when a child 
starts school.  Doctors also advise that children get another dose of vaccine (called “Tdap”) when 
the child is 11 to 12 years of age.  In Texas, children must take these vaccines to go to school and 
daycare.  If a child does not get all of the DTaP shots, the child should get them as soon as 
possible.  
 
Adults who have not had an extra Tdap shot should get one.  It is especially important that adults 
that are around infants get the Tdap shot.  Pregnant women should get the Tdap shot during 
every pregnancy.  It is best to get the vaccine when the woman is between 27 and 36 weeks 
pregnant.  This helps to protect the new baby from getting pertussis.  
 
Can you get pertussis more than once? 
Pertussis vaccination is very important because it helps the body fight the pertussis germ.  
Getting pertussis again after being sick with pertussis does not happen often, but it does occur.  
The body may not be able to resist getting pertussis again. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


