
PNEUMOCOCCAL 
DISEASE

WHAT IS PNEUMOCOCCAL DISEASE? 
Pneumococcal disease is an infection caused by bacteria 
called Streptococcus pneumoniae (or pneumococcus). 
Pneumococcal infections can range from ear and 
sinus infections, to pneumonia and infections in the 
blood stream. Every year, almost 500,000 deaths 
among children under five years of age are caused by 
pneumococcal disease around the world.

HOW IS PNEUMOCOCCAL DISEASE SPREAD? 
Pneumococcal bacteria are very common. Many people 
have them in their nose and throat without getting sick, 
but they can still spread the bacteria. 

Pneumococcal bacteria can spread very easily through 
infected mucus or saliva. You may come in contact with 
infected mucus or saliva by:

• Being near an infected person who coughs  
or sneezes

• Having close contact with an infected person  
(for example, kissing or hugging)

• Touching objects that were recently exposed to an 
infected person’s mucus or saliva (such as shared  
utensils, cups, tissues or toys) and then rubbing  
your eyes, nose or mouth

PREVENTION
You can protect your children against many types 
of pneumococcal disease with a safe and effective 
pneumococcal vaccine. Children will need one dose  
at each of the following ages:

• Two months
• Four months 
• One year of age

The vaccine may also be given to people who have  
a higher risk of getting pneumococcal disease  
(for example, if they have a medical condition).

IS IT SERIOUS?  Pneumococcal disease is often mild but 
can invade other parts of the body and can cause invasive 
infections. When this happens, a serious disease called 
invasive pneumococcal disease (IPD) can develop, 
which can cause serious symptoms, lifelong disability or 
even death. 

Pneumococcal disease causes up to one-half of  
infections of the middle ear (these infections are known as 
otitis media). Children under five years of age who attend 
a daycare centre are two to three times as likely to get IPD 
or severe otitis media.

SINCE THE VACCINE WAS INTRODUCED, 
CASES OF IPD HAVE BEEN REDUCED BY 65% AMONG CHILDREN 

UNDER 5 YEARS OLD



WHAT ARE THE RISKS?
Each year, about 3,000 cases of IPD are reported in Canada. Most of these cases happen in young children or elderly people. 
Anyone can get IPD, but some people are at higher risk of getting it, including:

• Children under five years of age, especially  
those under two

• Adults who are 65 years of age or older
• People with certain medical conditions  

(for example, heart disease, diabetes or lung disease)

• People with a cochlear implant
• People with a weakened immune system  

or who are immunosuppressed
• People with a non-functioning or missing spleen

SYMPTOMS
Many people who have pneumococcal bacteria in their nose and throat will not show any symptoms. 

Pneumococcal bacteria cause  
infections, such as:

• Otitis media (ear infection):  
symptoms include ear pain,  
a red swollen ear drum, fever  
and sleepiness

• Sinusitis (sinus infection): symptoms 
include plugged nose and headaches

• Pneumonia (lung infection):  
symptoms include coughing  
up thick mucus and  
difficulty breathing

In rarer cases, when the bacteria invade 
other parts of the body, IPD can develop 
and can cause infections, such as:

• Meningitis (infection of the lining of the 
brain and spinal cord): symptoms include 
stiff neck, fever and headache, increased 
pain from bright lights, confusion and, 
in babies, vomiting, and poor eating and 
drinking habits

• Bacteremia (infection in the blood 
stream): symptoms include fever, chills 
and low alertness

• Pneumonia with bacteremia: symptoms 
include fever, chills, cough, rapid 
breathing or difficulty breathing and 
chest pain

For children, especially those under two 
years of age, one of the first symptoms  
of IPD is a high fever. The other symptoms 
depend upon what parts of the body are 
affected. However, symptoms may include:

• Stiff neck

• Headache

• Vomiting

• Fussiness (crying)

• Loss of appetite

• Coughing

STAY UP TO DATE WITH YOUR VACCINATIONS
Because there are more than 90 known types of pneumococcal bacteria, a previous pneumococcal infection will not protect from 
future infection. Vaccination is the best way to protect your child against pneumococcal disease. The vaccines protect against the 
types of pneumococcal bacteria that cause most of the severe illness in children. The vaccines are part of the publicly funded  
vaccine schedule and are offered free to all people in Ontario.

IT TAKES ALL OF US TO PROTECT EACH OF US. Talk to your health care provider or your local public health unit about the pneumococcal 
vaccine. For information about Ontario’s immunization schedules, please visit Ontario.ca/vaccines

http://Ontario.ca/vaccines
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