
What parents and 
caregivers need to 
know about pertussis

Important answers to 
frequently asked questions 
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Pertussis: A growing concern—
A serious threat 
Vaccination has virtually eliminated many 
serious childhood diseases in the United States.
However, pertussis (per-tuss-is)—a vaccine-
preventable disease—continues to be a 
serious threat to infants and young children.1

Incidence of pertussis in the United States, 
1922–2000.1

What is pertussis?
Pertussis (also called whooping cough) is a highly
contagious disease that causes severe coughing
spells. Children with pertussis develop thick,
sticky mucus in the windpipe, which causes 
a series of a dozen or more short coughs in
rapid succession. The “whoop” is the loud gasp 
children make as they struggle to breathe in
through narrowed airway passages between the
coughing spasms.2,3

Hear the sound of a child 
with whooping cough.

Log on to www.Pertussis.com TODAY!

Who gets pertussis?
Pertussis can occur at any age. However, infants
and young children, particularly those who are
not immunized or who are not fully immunized,
are at highest risk for getting severe whooping
cough and suffering from serious, potentially
life-threatening complications.1,3
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Despite the effectiveness of vaccination, the 
number of cases of pertussis has been steadily
increasing since the early 1980s. In fact, during
2000, nearly 8000 cases of pertussis were reported
to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC).1 This is the highest number of pertussis
cases reported in a single year since 1964.2

Pertussis Bacteria

Panel Labels Pertussis as 
a ‘Renewed Threat’ to 

Children’s Health
— Infectious Diseases in Children. 1997;10:8.

Pertussis Cases Are Now 
at a 35-Year High

— Pediatric News. 2002;36:14.

E-21915/7635 Prt Broch.12 pg  3/12/03  2:26 PM  Page 2



5

What are the symptoms 
of pertussis?
The clinical course and symptoms of classic or 
severe pertussis can be divided into 3 stages:

4
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Stage 1

A child will have 
cold- or flu-like 
symptoms, such as 
a runny nose, 
sneezing, mild 
fever, and a mild 
cough. These 
symptoms generally 
last 1 to 2 weeks.2,3

Stage 3

This is the stage 
when the child  
starts to get better. 
The cough and other 
symptoms gradually 
get milder and 
eventually go away. 
However, this 
recovery stage can 
last several weeks to 
several months.2,3

Stage 2

Pertussis is most easily recognized during  
this stage, because this is when the classic 
"whooping cough" is heard. The cough 
usually produces a thick, glue-like mucus, 
which makes it very hard for infants and 
young children to eat, drink, and breathe.  
A child’s lips and nails may turn blue  
due to lack of oxygen. The child may also 
experience vomiting and gagging episodes 
after the coughing spells; this can often 
leave the child completely exhausted.  
This stage of pertussis can last for  
4 to 6 weeks.2,3
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Persistent 
coughing 
due to 
mucus 
production

the lasting effects that whooping cough can have—
2 of my children now have asthma and chronic
respiratory problems. As a result, they have to take 
medication every day.

Seeing my children suffer from whooping cough
has made me a strong advocate of childhood 
vaccinations. And I can only hope that the recent
outbreaks of whooping cough in many states 
in this country will remind parents not to take
childhood vaccinations for granted. Because 
diseases like whooping cough still threaten the
health—and the lives—of our children.

A Mother’s Story4

Many people think that whooping cough is a 
disease of the past. But as a mother of 3 children
who all had whooping cough, I know first hand
what can happen when this terrible disease strikes.

In 1991, my daughters came down with severe
cases of whooping cough. My youngest daughter,
who was an infant at that time, almost died.
Hearing your child gasping for breath, while 
desperately trying to stop intense spasms of 
wracking coughs, is a heartbreaking sound that
no parent should ever have to hear. Fortunately, 
all my children recovered. However, I still see 

Reprinted with permission of Knight Ridder/Tribune Information Services.
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How is pertussis spread?
Pertussis is caused by a 
bacteria that is found in
the mouth, nose, and throat
of an infected person. It is
spread from 1 person to
another through close 
contact when an infected
person talks, sneezes, 
or coughs. It is most 
contagious during the first

weeks of infection, before the severe coughing
begins (see Stage 1 on page 4).2,3,5

Pertussis is one of the most contagious human
diseases, so it is a great risk to children who are
not vaccinated. Parents, caregivers, and older 
siblings can spread the disease to infants and
young children in the same household. Schools
and day care centers are also a common source 
of infection for older children and adolescents.2,3,5

6

Recently, mild pertussis has been identified as
an important contributor to the pool of infection
and the continued spread of the disease. Mild
pertussis is less severe than the classic disease,
and it is difficult to diagnose because it lacks the
classic whooping cough. Therefore, it is often
mistaken for a bad chest cold or bronchitis, 
particularly in adolescents and adults. However,
mild pertussis is still highly contagious and 
very dangerous. Infected adults and adolescents
can pass mild pertussis to infants and young
children, where it can cause severe disease and
serious complications.2,3

Pertussis on the Rise

— Infections in Medicine. 2002;19:93.

Can pertussis be prevented?
While there is no life-long protection against 
pertussis, vaccination is the best way for you to
protect your child. The vaccine used to protect
children from pertussis is the diphtheria, tetanus,
and acellular pertussis (DTaP) vaccine. This 
vaccine also protects children from 2 other 
serious diseases caused by bacteria: diphtheria 
and tetanus. Most children who are vaccinated
with the DTaP vaccine will be protected from 
all 3 diseases throughout childhood.6

What are the potential 
complications of pertussis?
The complications of pertussis can be very serious
and often fatal, particularly in children less than 
6 months of age. According to data from the CDC,
there were 5186 pertussis-related hospitalizations
among children who were 4 years old and
younger between 1997 and 2000. These children
also suffered from other serious pertussis-related
complications: 1107 had pneumonia (the most
common complication of pertussis and the 
major cause of hospitalization), 146 had seizures, 
19 had swelling of the brain (encephalopathy),
and 58 children died. Of the children who died,
56 were less than 6 months old.1
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Is the DTaP vaccine safe?
No medication is 100% safe. However, all the
vaccines (including DTaP) that are approved for
use in the United States have been thoroughly
tested for safety, and serious side effects are
very rare. The most common reactions to the
DTaP vaccine are generally mild and may include
soreness, redness or temporary swelling where
the injection was given, fever, fussiness, crying,
drowsiness, loss of appetite, and vomiting.2

Remember, immuniza-
tions are one of the
most important ways
parents can protect their
children against diseases
like pertussis. Before 
the pertussis vaccine
was developed, over
260,000 cases of 
pertussis and 9000
deaths due to pertussis 

were reported each year in the United States.8,9

But thanks to vaccination, millions of children
are protected from serious, life-threatening 
diseases like pertussis. 

9
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When should children get the 
DTaP vaccine?
According to the American Academy of Pediatrics
(AAP), the Advisory Committee on Immunization
Practices (ACIP), and the American Academy of
Family Physicians (AAFP), children should get 
5 doses of DTaP vaccine.6

The DTaP vaccine should be given at the 
following ages:

2 4 6 15 to 18 4 to 6
months months months months years

The DTaP vaccine may be given at the same time
as other childhood vaccines. It is very important
for children to receive all 5 doses for maximum
protection.5

To learn more…

Log on to www.theatlantic.com
and search for “Bucking the Herd”

Parents refusing to vaccinate 
their children are putting 
entire communities at risk.7
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Notes and questions to ask 
your child’s doctor 

Notes and questions to ask 
your child’s doctor 
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To learn more...
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Talk to your child’s doctor or health care provider
about pertussis and the importance of 
vaccination. They will be happy to help you.

You can also get information on-line at 
the following web sites*:

www.Pertussis.com

www.cdc.gov/nip/vacsafe

www.cispimmunize.org

www.vaccineinformation.org

www.vaccine.chop.edu

www.immunizationinfo.org

www.partnersforimmunization.org

*Aventis Pasteur Inc. provides these links as a service to web site
visitors and users; however, it takes no responsibility for the
information presented on any web sites but its own.

Brought to you as a service by
Aventis Pasteur Inc.
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