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Fact Sheet

Whooping Cough Is on the Rise

Whooping cough (pertussis) is an illness that 
affects the lungs. It is very contagious and very 
serious.

Whooping cough starts off like a common 
cold (runny nose, sneezing, mild cough, and, 
sometimes, a low fever). After a week or so, the 
cold symptoms go away, but the severe coughing 
begins. 

Children are more likely than adults to have severe 
coughing “fits.” These coughing fits may be so 
forceful they cause spasms and vomiting. These 
coughing fits often last for a minute or more. 
The person having a coughing fit may turn red or 
purple. In between the coughing fits, the person 
usually feels okay. It may take six weeks—or even 
longer—to finally get rid of the cough.

Why Is It Called Whooping Cough?
Whooping cough gets its name from the sound 
most children make when they breathe in during 
coughing. Coughing fits are so hard and rapid 
that all of the air leaves the longs, forcing the child 
to inhale with a loud, high-pitched “whooping” 
sound. Symptoms for teens and adults may be 
fairly mild, and they may not “whoop” when they 
cough. Infants also may not cough or whoop. 
Instead, they may get red in the face and look as if 
they’re gasping for air. Some infants may actually 
stop breathing for a few seconds. 

Whooping Cough Is Serious
Whooping cough is very serious for infants 
and young children. Three out of four infants 
younger than six months who contract whooping 
cough will need to be hospitalized. Infants and 
younger children are at greatest risk for dying 
from whooping cough. Most children and adults 
who get whooping cough will get better without 
needing to go to the hospital. 

Before a vaccine was available, up to 10,000 
people, mostly babies and young children, died 
from whooping cough every year in the United 
States. After vaccination became available, deaths 
fell to about 30 every year. However, whooping 
cough has been on the rise since the 1980s.

Whooping Cough Is an 
Epidemic in California
California is having the largest outbreak of 
whooping cough in 50 years, and the number of 
people who are getting sick is on the rise. In fact, 
the California Department of Public Health has 
declared an epidemic of whooping cough. Infants 
younger than three months old make up most of 
the cases of whooping cough in California. Five 
deaths from whooping cough were reported by the 
end of June 2010, all among infants younger than 
two months of age.
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Incidence of Whooping Cough in California: 2005, 2009, and 
2010. Source: California Department of Public Health.
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How Whooping Cough Is Spread
Whooping cough is caused by a germ (bacterium). 
This germ is easily spread from person to person. 
When a person coughs or sneezes, tiny droplets of 
fluid containing whooping cough germs can spread 
through the air. 

These droplets may be breathed in by others, and 
may land on surfaces (such as a door handle, water 
faucet, or desk). When someone touches a germy 
surface and then touches his or her eyes, nose, or 
mouth, the whooping cough germs can get into 
that person’s body.

Many infants get whooping cough from their 
parents, older brothers or sisters, or other 
caregivers who might not even know they have 
the disease. Whooping cough is so contagious that 
four out of five people in a household who have 
not been vaccinated will likely get sick.

Prevention
The best way to protect yourself and your family 
from getting whooping cough—or spreading it to 
others—is to make sure everyone in your family is 
vaccinated. The vaccination for whooping cough is 
DTaP. It protects against three diseases: diphtheria, 
tetanus, and pertussis (whooping cough).

Children need five DTaP shots. The first three 
shots are given at two, four, and six months of 

age. The fourth shot is given between 15 and 18 
months of age. The fifth shot is given when a child 
enters school, at four to six years of age.

The California Department of Public Health also 
recommends whooping cough vaccination for:

•	 Anyone 7 years and older who is not fully 
immunized, including those who are more  
than 64 years old

•	 Women of childbearing age, before, during, or 
immediately after pregnancy

•	 Other people who have contact with pregnant 
women or infants

Booster Shots

Protection from the childhood vaccine fades over 
time. Teens and adults need to get “booster” shots, 
even if they were completely vaccinated as children. 
Adults should get booster vaccines at least every 10 
years. Now it is often combined with other booster 
shots such as tetanus.

Treatment 
Call your health care provider immediately if 
you suspect that you or your child has whooping 
cough.

Remember:

3	Children who are not vaccinated run the risk of 
getting sick for six weeks or longer. 

3	Infection in infants can cause death.

3	Both children and adults should be vaccinated.

The information provided on this fact sheet is 
intended for your general knowledge only and 
is not a substitute for any medical advice or 
treatment from a health care professional.

This fact sheet can be personalized for your 
organization. Contact ToucanEd at  

(888) 386-8226, or e-mail info@toucaned.com.


