
Measles factsheet 

 

 

What is Measles? 

Measles is caused by infection with the rubeola virus. This virus is contained in the millions of tiny 
droplets that come out of the nose and mouth when someone with measles coughs or sneezes. 

You can catch measles by breathing in these droplets or, if the droplets have settled on a surface, by 
touching the surface and then placing your hands in/near your nose or mouth. 

Someone with measles is infectious for two to four days before the rash appears and fro five days 
after it appears. 

Measles can be serious. About one in every 15 children with measles will develop more serious 

complications. These can include ear and chest infections, fits, diarrhoea, encephalitis (infection of 

the brain), and brain damage. In very rare cases people have died from measles. 

What are the symptoms of measles? 

The initial symptoms of measles appear around 10 days after you get the measles infection and 

generally last for up to 14 days. The measles rash usually appears a few days afterwards. 

The initial symptoms of measles include: 

• Cold-like symptoms, such as runny nose, watery eyes, swollen eyelids and sneezing. 

• Red eyes (conjunctivitis) and sensitivity to light 

• A mild to severe temperature, which may peak at over 40.6C (105F) for several days, then 

fall but go up again when the rash appears. 

• Tiny greyish white spots inside the mouth and throat 

• Tiredness, irritability and general lack of energy 

• Poor appetite  

• Dry cough 

• Red-brown spotty rash (see below) 

Rash 

The measles rash appears two to four days after the initial symptoms and lasts for up to eight days. 

The spots usually start behind the ears, spreads around the head and neck before spreading to the 

legs and the rest of the body. 

 

 

 



How is the diagnosis of measles confirmed? 

Your GP will usually be able to diagnose measles from the combination of symptoms, such as the 

characteristic rash and the small spots inside the mouth. However, a laboratory test will be required 

to confirm the diagnosis. This is a simple saliva test.  

If you or your child has been suspected of having measles, you will be asked to carry out a saliva test. 

The saliva test kit will usually be sent to your home address and is easy to carry out. 

How can you prevent measles? 

The safest and most effective way to prevent measles is to ensure your child has 

received the routine two doses of the MMR vaccination. The risk of measles is greatest 

in children who have received no MMR vaccine, but children who have only received 

one dose of MMR also need a second dose to ensure they are fully protected.  

Adults can also be at risk of complications from measles and should again check their 

vaccination history.  Anyone who has not received the routine two doses of the MMR 

vaccination should make an appointment with the practice nurse at their GP surgery.  

What is MMR? 

MMR is the combined vaccine that protects against measles, mumps and rubella (German 
measles) 

The vaccine works by triggering the immune system (the body's natural defence against 
infection and illness) to produce antibodies against measles, mumps and rubella. 

If you or your child then comes into contact with one of the diseases, the immune system 
will recognise it and immediately produce the antibodies needed to fight it.  

Is MMR Safe? 

The MMR vaccine is safe. 

There has been some controversy about whether the MMR vaccine might cause 
autism, following a study published in 1998 by Dr Andrew Wakefield. In his paper published 
in The Lancet, Dr Wakefield claimed a link between the MMR vaccine and autism or bowel 
disease. 

However, Andrew Wakefield's work has since been completely discredited. Subsequent 
studies during the last eight years have found no link between the MMR vaccine and autism 
or bowel disease. 

 MMR vaccine has been used widely and safely around the world for more than 30 years.  

 

http://www.nhs.uk/news/2007/January08/Pages/MMRvaccinedoesnotcauseautism.aspx�
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MMR Vaccination 

The first dose of the measles, mumps and rubella (MMR) vaccine should ideally be given to 
babies who are between 12 to 13 months old. 

Children are given a second dose (often known as the booster dose) before they start 
school, usually between the ages of three and five years old, although the second dose can 
be given three months after the first. 

Children aged 6-13 months old 

A child aged between 6 and 13 months old who is exposed to the measles virus will normally 
be given the MMR vaccination to protect them from developing measles. 

However, if a child is given the vaccine before their first birthday, they should still be given 
two further doses as part of the childhood vaccination programme. 

Children aged under 6 months 

If the child’s mother has had measles in the past, the child will usually be immune to the 
measles infection because of the protective antibodies will have been passed to the baby in 
the womb. 

However, if the mother has not had measles, the child may be given an injection of human 
normal immunoglobulin (HNIG). HNIG is not a vaccine. It is a special concentration of 
antibodies that can give short-term but immediate protection against measles. 

Where can I get the MMR vaccination? 

 The vaccine can be obtained from your GP or you can speak to your health visitor 
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