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Measles:  Frequently Asked Questions 
 

 
Is measles serious?      
 
For most people who get measles, the illness is not serious.  It starts with fever, cough, runny nose, and 
watery eyes.  After a few days a rash develops and lasts about a week.  Then, it gets better by itself.   
However for some people who get measles, the disease can be more serious.    
 
What happens when the disease is more serious?  
 
Measles can infect other parts of the body.  About 8 per 100 people with measles get diarrhea (8%), 7 per 
100 get a middle ear infection (mainly young children), and 6 per 100 get pneumonia (lung infection with 
breathing trouble).   
 
About 1 in 1,000 people with measles get encephalitis, a serious brain infection.  Measles illness during 
pregnancy can cause early labor, miscarriage, and low birth weight infants.   Measles in people with 
AIDS or weak immune systems can be very severe.  In the U.S. people can still die from measles (about 2 
per 1,000, usually related to pneumonia or encephalitis). 
 
Is there treatment for measles?  
 
There is no medicine that kills the measles virus once someone develops measles.  Most people with 
measles get better by themselves.  They should rest, drink plenty of fluids, and can take acetaminophen 
(Tylenol) to help reduce the fever and feel more comfortable. 
 
People who are severely ill or who develop pneumonia, middle ear infection, or diarrhea should discuss 
treatment with their doctor.  Although no medicine will make the measles virus go away, there may be a 
role for other medicines, such as antibiotics, in treating other possible reasons for infection.    
 
How is measles spread or passed to others? 
 
Measles is spread by bodily fluids – drops of saliva from the mouth, mucus from the nose, coughing or 
sneezing, and tears from the eyes.   
 
The measles virus can also float in the air for up to 2 hours after someone with measles coughs or sneezes 
indoors.  Someone who breathes air containing the measles virus can get measles. 
 
People with measles can spread the disease to others from 4 days before the rash starts (before they know 
they have the disease), through 4 days after the rash begins. 
 
What does it mean to be “exposed” to measles?   
 
“Exposed” means you’ve been in a situation where you can catch the virus from someone who already 
has measles.  For example, you can be exposed to the measles virus by being in the same room, home, 
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office, or waiting room with someone who has measles or by being there up to 2 hours after the person 
with measles has left.   
 
Is it true that some people can’t get measles?  
 
Yes.  Some people are immune to measles, meaning that their body has already learned how to fight off 
the virus, and they won’t become sick from it.   
 
People can become immune to measles in 2 ways.  If they’ve already had measles earlier in life, then they 
are immune and won’t get it again.  Or, if they have gotten 2 doses of measles vaccine, they should be 
immune (protected from getting measles).   
 
How do you know if someone is immune to measles? 
 
The only way to tell for sure that a person is protected (immune) is by a blood test.   The blood test shows 
whether the body has antibodies to fight off the virus.   This is called laboratory evidence of immunity. 
 
Even if someone hasn’t had the blood test, they are still considered immune if:   
1. they had measles in the past, and have medical records to prove it, OR 
2. they received 2 doses of measles-containing vaccine in the past (often given as MMR [measles-

mumps-rubella] vaccine) and have medical records to prove it, OR 
3. They were born before 1957 
 
 
ABOUT MEASLES VACCINE 
 
How well does the measles vaccine work?   
 
The measles vaccine works extremely well.  If 1,000 people each get 2 doses of measles vaccine, about 
997 of them will be protected against measles (immune).   
 
Getting 2 doses of vaccine is important, because some people (about 2-5 per 100) do not become 
protected (immune) after just one dose of vaccine.   
 
Does the measles vaccine protect against other diseases too? 
 
In the USA, measles vaccine is almost always given as a combination with vaccine against 2 other 
viruses:  mumps and rubella.   This combination vaccine is called MMR (measles, mumps, and rubella) 
and it gives protection against all 3 viruses.    
 
What are the risks from MMR (measles, mumps, and rubella) vaccine?   
 
A vaccine, like any medicine, is capable of causing serious problems, such as severe allergic reactions.  
The risk of MMR vaccine causing serious harm, or death, is extremely small.   Getting MMR vaccine is 
much safer than getting any of these three diseases. Most people who get MMR vaccine do not have any 
problems with it.  
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Mild Problems  
• Fever (up to 1 person out of 6)  
• Mild rash (about 1 person out of 20)  
• Swelling of glands in the cheeks or neck (rare)  
 
Moderate Problems  
• Seizure (jerking or staring) caused by fever (about 1 out of 3,000 doses)  
• Temporary pain and stiffness in the joints, mostly in teenage or adult women (up to 1 out of 4)  
• Temporary low platelet count, which can cause a bleeding disorder (about 1 out of 30,000 doses)  
 
Severe Problems (Very Rare)  
• Serious allergic reaction (less than 1 out of a million doses)  
 
What is Immunoglobulin (IG) and who needs it?  
 
IG is a medical way to prevent measles from becoming more serious in some people. It will be given to 
some infants <12 months of age, pregnant women, persons with weakened immune systems, and others 
who for medical reasons can not get the vaccine.   
 
What are the risks of IG? 
 
Some people who get IG experience local discomfort, and some experience pain at the site of 
administration.  Less common reactions include flushing, headache, chills and nausea. Serious reactions 
are uncommon.  They may involve chest pain, difficulty breathing, anaphylaxis, low blood pressure, or 
shock.  Health care professionals who administer IG should have training and resources to treat these rare 
but serious reactions. 
 
 
Can pets get infected with measles or spread measles?  
 
No, pets do not get infected with or spread the measles virus.  


