Huron County Public Health
Prevent. Promote. Protect.

Pertussis/Whooping Cough
What is whooping cough?
Whooping cough—or pertussis—is a very serious respiratory infection in the lungs and breathing tubes. It is
caused by the pertussis bacteria. It causes violent coughing you can’t stop. Whooping cough is most harmful
for young babies and can be deadly. The DTaP vaccine protects against whooping cough.

What are the symptoms of whooping cough?
• Runny or stuffed-up nose
• Sneezing
• Mild cought
• A pause in breathing in infants (apnea)
• After 1 to 2 weeks, coughing, which can be severe, starts.
• Children and babies can cough very hard, over and over.
• When children gasp for breath after a coughing fit, they make a “whooping” sound. This sound is
where the name “whooping cough” comes from. Babies may not make this sound.
• Coughing fits make it hard to breathe, eat, drink, or sleep. Coughing fits happen more at night.
• Babies and young children may turn blue while coughing from lack of oxygen.
• Coughing fits can last for 10 weeks and sometimes recur with the next respiratory illness.

How serious is whooping cough?
The disease is most dangerous for babies and young children. From 2004 through 2010, there were 148
deaths from whooping cough reported in the U.S. Almost all the deaths-135 of the 148-were babies 3 months
and younger.
More than half of babies younger than 1 year who get the disease need care in the hospital. About 1 out of 5
babies and children with whooping cough will get pneumonia (a serious lung infection). Whooping cough can
also cause seizures (jerking or staring) and brain damage.

How does whooping cough spread?
Whooping cough spreads easily through the air when an infected person breathes, coughs, or sneezes. A
person can spread the disease while he or she has cold-like symptoms and for at least 2 weeks after coughing
starts.
Many babies and young children get whooping cough from adults or older siblings who don’t know they have
the disease. Pregnant women with whooping cough can give it to their newborn babies. Because whooping
cough is so harmful to babies, everyone around them needs to be vaccinated—to make a circle of protection.
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What is the DTaP vaccine?

The DTaP vaccine is a shot that combines the vaccines for whooping cough (pertussis) and two other
serious diseases: diphtheria and tetanus. The DTaP vaccine protects children by preparing their bodies to
fight the bacteria.
Most children, about 89%, who get all doses of the DTaP vaccine will be protected from whooping cough.
But, protection from DTaP vaccine decreases over time. Some children who are vaccinated do get the
disease, but it is usually a milder case.

What should my child get the DTaP vaccine?
Getting your child the DTaP vaccine helps protect him against whooping cough. It also protects other people
who can’t get the vaccine—especially newborn babies, who can get very sick and die from whooping cough.

When should by child get the DTaP vaccine?
Children should get five doses of the DTaP vaccine at the following ages for best protection:
• One dose each at 2 months, 4 months, and 6 months;
• A fourth dose at 15 through 18 months; and
• A fifth dose at 4 through 6 years of age.
It is safe to get the DTaP vaccine at the same time as other vaccines, even for babies.

If my child does not get the DTaP vaccine, will he get whooping
cough?

Almost everyone who is not immune to whooping cough will get sick if exposed to it. Before the whooping
cough vaccine, about 8,000 people in the U.S. died each year from the disease. Today, because of the DTaP
vaccine, this number has dropped to fewer than 50.
Cases of whooping cough have been increasing over the past several years and outbreaks of whooping cough
can occur. In 2010, whooping cough made more than 27,000 people sick. Twenty-five babies died. Many of
these babies were too young to be fully protected against whooping cough. Several states had outbreaks of
whooping cough.

Is the DTaP vaccine safe?
The DTaP vaccine is very safe, and it is effective at preventing whooping cough (and two other diseases: diphtheria
and tetanus). Vaccines are like medicines, and any medicine can have side effects. But severe side effects from
the DTaP vaccine are very rare.

For more information:
To learn more about the DTaP vaccine or other vaccines, talk to your child’s doctor. You can also call Huron
County Public Health at (419)668-1652 or go to www.cdc.gov.
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