
FACT SHEET 
Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV)
What is RSV?  

Respiratory Syncytial Virus, or RSV, is a 
common respiratory virus that usually causes 
mild, cold-like symptoms. Most people recover 
in a week or two, but RSV can be serious, 
especially for infants and older adults. RSV is 
the most common cause of bronchiolitis 
(inflammation of the small airways in the lung) 
and pneumonia (infection of the lungs) in 
children younger than one year of age in the 
United States. It is also a significant cause of 
respiratory illness in older adults. 

How is RSV spread? 

RSV can spread when an infected person 
sneezes or coughs and when you inhale the 
droplets or get them in your eyes, nose or 
mouth. You can also get RSV if you have direct 
contact with the virus like kissing the face of a 
child with RSV or by touching a surface with 
the virus on it and then touching your face. 
RSV can live for many hours on hard surfaces 
like tables or crib rails. People with RSV are 
typically contagious for 3-8 days. 

Generally, RSV season starts during fall and 
peaks during winter. 

What are the symptoms of RSV? 

• Runny nose 

• Coughing  
• Fever 
• Loss of appetite 
• Sneezing 
• Wheezing 

Symptoms generally appear in stages and not 
all at once. 

How can RSV be prevented?  

There is a vaccine recommended for adults 
ages 60 and older, pregnant women during 
weeks 32-36 of pregnancy, and infants.  

Other preventative measures include staying 
home when sick, covering a cough or sneeze 
with a tissue or shirt sleeve, washing your 
hands for at least 20 seconds with soap and 
water, avoid touching your face, avoid close 
contact with others like kissing or shaking 
hands, and clean frequently touched surfaces. 

How is RSV treated? 

Most RSV infections go away on their own in a 
week or two. Treatment is generally focused 
on relieving symptoms, like managing fever 
and pain with over-the-counter fever reducers 
and pain relievers. For more serious illness, 
some people with RSV need to be hospitalized 
if they are having trouble breathing or are 
dehydrated. 

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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