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What is pertussis? 
Pertussis (whooping cough) is a respiratory tract infection caused by bacteria called Bordetella pertussis. Until there was 
a vaccine, pertussis was the leading cause of severe illness and death in children.  Pertussis still occurs regularly in 
Nebraska, but since the disease is not always recognized in older children and adults, not all cases are reported.  
 
How is pertussis spread? 
Pertussis is spread by direct contact with respiratory droplets from infected people who are coughing or sneezing. 
 
What are the symptoms of pertussis infection? 
Pertussis infections usually have three distinct stages of illness. 

• The first stage is called the catarrhal stage, and it usually lasts one to two weeks. Symptoms in the first stage 
include sinus congestion, runny nose, a cough, and a slight sore throat. There may also be a slight fever or no 
fever at all. As the cough continues to get worse, the coughing spells may become so close together that a person 
cannot take a breath between coughs.  

• The violent coughing marks the beginning of the second stage, which is called the paroxysmal stage. This stage 
may last two to four weeks. After severe coughing spells, the ill person often gasps for air, which may sound like 
a “whoop”. Vomiting may also follow the coughing spells. 

• The third stage of pertussis infection is called the convalescent stage. This stage can last two to four weeks. 
During this stage, the vomiting and whooping gradually lessen.  

When adults have pertussis, the symptoms are often milder and do not include the “whooping” or vomiting. 
 
When do the symptoms appear? 
Symptoms usually begin 7 to 10 days after contact with the pertussis bacteria, but they can begin as long as 21 days after 
an exposure. 
 
Are pertussis infections treatable? 
If antibiotics are started within a few days after symptoms start, they can sometimes shorten the length of the illness. If 
they are started later, antibiotics do not decrease the length of the illness, but do reduce the amount of time an infected 
person can spread the pertussis bacteria to others. 
 
How long is an infected person communicable? 
A person can spread the disease to others until five days of appropriate antibiotic therapy are completed. If pertussis is 
not treated, it can be spread to others for 21 days after the symptoms begin.  
 
Should infected people be excluded from work or school? 
An infected person must not attend day care, school, and/or work until five days of antibiotic treatment are completed. If 
a person who has pertussis is not treated, he or she must stay home for three weeks after the beginning of the violent 
coughing. 
 
What can be done to prevent the spread of pertussis? 
Pertussis vaccine is given in the same shot with diphtheria and tetanus vaccines. Immunization is required for child care 
and school attendance. Children routinely receive pertussis vaccine at 2, 4, 6 and 15 months of age and a booster dose at 
4 to 6 years of age (DTaP vaccine). Children should receive another booster shot at age 11 or 12 (Tdap vaccine). All 
adults should substitute one 'tetanus booster' (recommended every 10 years) with a pertussis-containing booster shot 
(Tdap vaccine). 
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