
FACT SHEET 
Measles
What is measles?  

Measles (rubeola) is a serious respiratory disease 
that causes a rash and fever. It is very contagious 
and is caused by a virus. Measles can have serious 
complications such as ear infections, swelling of 
the brain, and, in rare cases, death. Measles can 
cause miscarriages or premature delivery in 
pregnant women. 

How is it spread? 

Measles virus lives in the nose and throat mucus 
of an infected person. It is spread through airborne 
droplets caused by sneezing, coughing, and 
speaking. Infection can also occur after touching a 
contaminated surface and then touching your 
eyes, nose, or mouth. Measles virus can live for up 
to 2 hours in the air. Measles is very contagious. If 
one person has it, up to 9 out of 10 people nearby 
will become infected if they are not protected. 

What are the symptoms? 

• Illness starts with a runny nose, red eyes, 
cough, fever, and sore throat. 

• 2-3 days after symptoms begin, tiny white 
spots inside the mouth may appear. 

• A raised, red rash appears 3-5 days after 
symptoms begin. It starts on the face and 
spreads down the body and out to the arms 
and legs. The rash usually lasts 4-7 days. 

• Complications can include ear infections, 
pneumonia, seizures, and brain swelling.  

Symptoms usually begin 7-14 days after exposure. 
However, they can appear as long as 21 days after 
exposure.  

A person is considered contagious as early as 4 
days before developing a rash through 4 days after 

the rash appears. If you suspect measles, seek 
medical treatment as soon as possible.  

How is it treated? 

• There is no specific medicine or cure. 
• Rest, plenty of fluids, and a non-aspirin 

product (acetaminophen, ibuprofen) can be 
used to reduce fever and discomfort. 

• Aspirin should not be used in children with 
viral illnesses since there have been cases 
associated with Reye Syndrome. 

• Individuals with measles should stay home 
until 4 days after the appearance of a rash.  

• If you were exposed or if symptoms develop, 
consult your healthcare provider. When 
seeking care, call ahead so they can take 
precautions to prevent exposure to others.  

How is it prevented? 

Measles is preventable by vaccine. The measles 
vaccine is highly effective and very safe. 
Individuals who have received two doses of 
measles, mumps, rubella (MMR) vaccine are 
considered protected. Persons born before 1957, 
or who have evidence of prior measles infection, 
are also considered immune. For children, the first 
dose of MMR vaccine is routinely given at about 12 
months of age. The second dose is give starting at 
4 years of age. 

Pregnant women should not receive the MMR 
vaccine. All women of childbearing age should 
avoid anyone with measles.  

If you plan to travel, discuss your MMR vaccine 
status with a healthcare provider prior to travel. 

Unvaccinated individuals that get vaccinated within 
72 hours of exposure may be protected. 

This fact sheet is for informational purposes only and is not intended as a substitute for consultation with a 
health care provider. For more information visit the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention website. 
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