MENINGOCOCCAL
DISEASE

WHAT IS MENINGOCOCCAL DISEASE? Invasive
meningococcal disease (IMD) is a serious bacterial
infection caused by the bacterium Neisseria meningitidis
(commonly known as meningococcus). Five different
groups of bacteria are most commonly associated
with IMD in Canada.

PREVENTION

You can protect your children against many types
of meningococcal disease with a safe and effective
vaccine. The meningococcal vaccine is given:
•
•

Some people carry the bacteria at the back of their
throat or in their nose without ever feeling sick.
In very rare cases, these bacteria overcome the body’s
natural defenses and can cause two serious diseases:
1. Meningitis, an infection of the lining
of the brain and spinal cord.
2. Septicemia, a serious blood infection
that can damage organs in the body.
IMD is rare, but when it does occur it is most common
in children under five years old, and teens and young
adults. However, people at any age can get the disease.
The best protection is vaccination.
IS IT SERIOUS? IMD can be deadly, and death can
happen in as little as a few hours. In non-fatal cases,
up to one-third of people with IMD will have a
permanent disability, such as:
•
•

Hearing loss, brain damage or seizures.
People who get a blood infection may
require amputation of an arm or leg.
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PEOPLE WITH MENINGOCOCCAL DISEASE WILL DIE

To babies who are 12 months of age.
To children in Grade 7.

The vaccine may also be given to people who have
a higher risk of getting meningococcal disease
(for example, if they have a medical condition).
HOW IS MENINGOCOCCAL DISEASE SPREAD? IMD can
be passed from person to person. The bacteria are spread
by direct contact with saliva from the mouth or mucus
from the nose of an infected person. This can happen
through close contact such as:
•
•

Living in the same household.
Kissing, or sharing items such as drinking
bottles, lipstick, cigarettes, drinks, cutlery
or toys.

An infected person can spread the disease for seven
days before becoming sick. Antibiotics can usually
stop the bacteria from spreading within 24 hours
of starting treatment.

WHAT ARE THE RISKS?

IMD is serious and it’s still common around the world. About 200 cases occur in Canada every year, often during the winter
and spring. It can be difficult to diagnose, because the early symptoms can be similar to a bad cold or the flu. The disease
can also progress very rapidly, so quick medical attention is extremely important. Without treatment, almost all children
who get it will die or have damage that lasts the rest of their lives.

SYMPTOMS

Symptoms can appear within hours or over several days, and include:
•
•
•
•
•

Sudden fever.
Headache.
Stiff neck.
Nausea.
Vomiting.

•
•
•
•

A rash on the body that spreads quickly.
It begins as reddish or purplish spots
that don’t disappear when pressed.
Increased sensitivity to light.
Confusion.
In severe cases, coma may also occur.

In infants, the common symptoms may be difficult to notice. Instead, symptoms may include irritability
(feeling crabby or in a bad mood), difficulty waking, difficulty feeding and vomiting.
MENINGOCOCCAL DISEASE SHOULD ALWAYS BE TREATED AS A MEDICAL EMERGENCY. IF YOU THINK THAT YOU
OR YOUR FAMILY MEMBER HAVE ANY OF THESE SYMPTOMS, CALL YOUR HEALTH CARE PROVIDER RIGHT AWAY.

STAY UP TO DATE WITH YOUR VACCINATIONS
Vaccinations are the best way to protect against meningococcal disease. The vaccines are part of the publicly funded
vaccination schedule and are offered free to all children in Ontario. The meningococcal vaccines are required for children
to attend school in Ontario and for children attending a daycare centre, unless they have a valid exemption.
IT TAKES ALL OF US TO PROTECT EACH OF US. Talk to your health care provider or your local public health unit about
the meningococcal disease vaccine. For information about Ontario’s immunization schedules, please visit Ontario.ca/vaccines.

