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Fifth Disease (Erythema infectiosum, Human Parvovirus 

B19 infection) 

What is it? 
 A viral infection with rash caused by the Human 

parvovirus B19.  It is also called the “slapped cheek rash”.   

How is it spread? 
 Spread through contact with respiratory secretions from 

nose and throat when an infected person talks, coughs or 
sneezes. 

 Rarely, passed from a pregnant mom to her unborn baby. 

 Very rarely, through transfusion of blood or blood 
products.  

What are the symptoms? 
 Can include fever, muscle pain, headache, sore throat, 

runny nose and generally feeling unwell, up to 21 days 
before the rash occurs. 

 Red, “slapped cheek” rash begins on the face and then is 
followed by a lace-like, itchy rash that appears on the 
trunk, arms, buttocks & thighs.  

 Rash can fade but may reappear after exposure to sunlight 
or heat (e.g., a bath). 

 25% or more of those infected may have no symptoms or 
mild symptoms with or without a rash. 

 Adults often have no rash but symptoms of sore joints or 
arthritis are more common, especially for women.  It may 
take days to months to resolve. 

 Those who have weak immune systems or anemia may 
have a more severe illness with longer recovery time. 

When do symptoms start? 
 It can take 4 to 21 days from exposure to start of rash. 

How long is it contagious? 
 An infected person is contagious a few days before the 

rash appears, and may be infectious until the rash has 
faded, usually 7-10 days.  Those with complications, 
chronic infection or weak immune systems may be 
infectious for longer periods of time.  

How is it treated? 
 Treatment is usually not necessary.   

 Pregnant women, those with weak immune systems or 
anemia should speak with their health care provider.  

How is it prevented? 
 Do thorough hand washing with soap and water or use 

alcohol-based hand sanitizer. 

 Teach proper cough/sneeze etiquette:  

 Cover cough and sneeze into sleeve or tissue, 
 Throw out used tissue right away,  
 Do thorough hand washing.  

 Don’t share eating or drinking utensils.  

 Clean contaminated items with household cleaners. 

 Those who have or are suspected of having Fifth disease 
should avoid contact with people who have a weakened 
immune system and women who are pregnant. 

 Remove any visible nasal or cough discharge from surfaces 
and wash hands. 

 Change or cover contaminated clothing and wash hands. 

How does fifth disease affect pregnancy? 
 Pregnant women who have contact with children in group 

settings should see their healthcare provider to determine 
their immune status and risk of infection, especially if they 
are exposed. There is a blood test to determine if they are 
already immune to the virus.    

  The greatest potential risk occurs during the first half of 
pregnancy, but, in general, there is a low rate of 
complications to the unborn baby.  

 Pregnant women with sick children at home are advised 
to keep reasonable physical distance, wash hands 
frequently, and avoid sharing eating utensils. 

Should I go to childcare, school or work? 
 No exclusion necessary unless too ill to participate in 

activities or if person has a fever with behavior change. 

 Exception: Do not attend if child has an underlying blood 
disorder (e.g. sickle cell disease), or a compromised 
immune system. Children with these conditions may 
appear ill and shed large amounts of virus to surrounding 
people and environment. 

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