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Meningitis 

What is it? 

 A swelling of the protective membranes (meninges) 
of the brain and spinal cord.  The swelling is usually 
caused by an infection of the fluid surrounding the 
brain and spinal cord. 

 The infection is usually caused by bacteria or viruses 
but can also be caused by parasites, fungus, physical 
injury, cancer, and certain drugs. 

What are the symptoms? 

 Symptoms include sudden onset of a high fever, 
severe headache, and stiff neck.  Other symptoms 
may include nausea, vomiting, confusion, sensitivity 
to light. 

 In babies and infants, symptoms of fever, headache 
and neck stiffness may be absent or difficult to 
notice. Common symptoms in babies and infants 
may include irritability, inconsolable crying, poor 
eating, appearing to be slow or inactive, and 
difficulty waking. 

What is Viral Meningitis? 

 Viral meningitis the most common type of meningitis 
and is a complication of a viral illness. 

 The most common cause of viral meningitis are 
enteroviruses but other viral causes include mumps, 
herpes viruses (chickenpox and shingles), measles, 
influenza, arboviruses (West Nile Virus), and 
Lymphocytic choriomeningitis virus. 

 Viral meningitis is often less severe than bacterial 
meningitis and clears up within 7-10 days without 
specific treatment.   

 People who are around someone with viral 
meningitis may become infected with the virus that 
made that person sick, but they are not likely to 
develop meningitis as a complication of the illness. 

What is Bacterial Meningitis? 

 Bacterial meningitis is usually a severe bacterial 
infection that can be deadly. 

 75% of all cases of bacterial meningitis are  
Caused by Neisseria meningitidis, Streptococcus 
pneumoniae and Haemophilus influenzae type B 
(Hib) 

 

 Some people can carry these bacteria in or on their 
bodies without being sick (carriers). Most carriers 
never become sick, but can still spread the bacteria 
to others. 

 While most people with bacterial meningitis recover, 
it has the potential to cause long term complications, 
such as hearing loss, brain damage or learning 
disabilities. 

 The germs usually spread when there is close or long 
contact with a sick person in the same household or 
daycare center, or if they had direct contact with the 
person’s oral secretions. 

 There are vaccines for three types of bacteria that 
cause meningitis: Neisseria meningitidis 
(meningococcus), Streptococcus pneumoniae 
(pneumococcus), and Haemophilus influenzae type b 
(Hib). 

 Bacterial meningitis can be treated with antibiotics 
and it is important that treatment be started as soon 
as possible. 

 Antibiotics may also be recommended for close 
contacts of people with meningococcal and Hib 
infections. 

For further information, please contact the 
Communicable Disease Control Program staff at  
705-474-1400 or 1-800-563-2808, ext 5229. 

References: 

American Academy of Pediatrics. (2018). Red Book: 2018-2021 report 
of the committee on infectious diseases. (31st ed.). Itasca, IL. 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. (2019). Meningitis home 
page.  Retrieved from http://www.cdc.gov/meningitis/index.html  

Heymann David L. (2015). Control of Communicable Diseases Manual. 
20th ed. Washington, D.C.  

 

Fact Sheet for WI-CDC-043 – 2019-03-21 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/meningitis/index.html

	Meningitis
	What is it?
	What are the symptoms?
	What is Viral Meningitis?
	What is Bacterial Meningitis?


