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Disease Fact Sheet Meningococcal Disease 
 
What is meningitis and meningococcal disease? 
Meningitis is an infection of the fluid of a person's spinal cord and the fluid that surrounds 
the brain.  People sometimes refer to it as spinal meningitis.  Meningitis is usually caused by 
a viral or bacterial infection.  Knowing whether meningitis is caused by a virus or bacterium 
is important because the severity of illness and the treatments differ.  Viral meningitis is 
generally less severe and resolves without specific treatment while bacterial meningitis can 
be quite severe and may result in brain damage, hearing loss, or learning disability.  For 
bacterial meningitis, it is also important to know which type of bacteria is causing the 
meningitis because antibiotics can prevent some types from spreading and infecting other 
people.  Before the 1990s, Haemophilus influenzae type b (Hib) was the leading cause of 
bacterial meningitis, but new vaccines being given to all children as part of their routine 
immunizations have reduced the occurrence of invasive disease due to H. influenzae.  
Today, Streptococcus pneumoniae and Neisseria meningitidis are the leading causes of 
bacterial meningitis. 
 
Meningococcal disease is an invasive infection caused by Neisseria meningitidis bacteria. 
 
What are the signs and symptoms of meningococcal disease? 
Meningococcal disease commonly causes meningitis, known as meningococcal meningitis.  
The symptoms of meningococcal meningitis include a sudden onset of fever, headache, and 
stiff neck.  It is often accompanied by nausea, vomiting, photophobia (increased sensitivity 
to light), and altered mental status (confusion).  The symptoms of meningococcal meningitis 
can appear quickly or over several days, typically developing 3-4 days after exposure.  
Newborns and infants may not exhibit the classic fever, headache, and stiff neck symptoms; 
they may appear to be slow or inactive, irritable, vomiting, or feeding poorly.  
Meningococcal meningitis is very serious and can be fatal with death occurring in as little as 
a few hours.  In non-fatal cases, permanent disabilities can include hearing loss and brain 
damage. 
 
Another common form of meningococcal disease is a bloodstream infection called 
meningococcemia.  This is a more dangerous and deadly form of meningococcal disease 
where the bacteria enter the bloodstream and multiply, causing damage to the blood 
vessels and bleeding into the skin and organs.  Symptoms of meningococcemia include 
fatigue; vomiting; cold hands and feet; cold chills; severe aches or pains in the muscles, 
joints, chest or abdomen; rapid breathing; diarrhea; and a dark purple rash in the later 
stages.  Meningococcemia is very serious and can be fatal with death occurring in as little as 
a few hours.  In non-fatal cases, permanent disabilities can include amputation of toes, 
fingers, or limbs and severe scarring as a result of skin grafts. 
 
How is meningococcal disease diagnosed? 
Early diagnosis and treatment are very important.  If meningococcal disease is suspected, 
samples of blood or cerebrospinal fluid are collected and sent to the laboratory for testing.  
It is important to identify meningococcal disease because antibiotics can help prevent 
severe illness and reduce the chances of a close contact developing the disease. 
 
If Neisseria meningitidis bacteria are present, they can be grown (cultured).  Growing the 
bacteria in the lab is important for confirming the presence of the bacteria, identifying the 
specific type of bacteria causing the infection and deciding which antibiotic will work best.  
Other tests can sometimes detect and identify the bacteria if the cultures do not. 
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Can meningococcal disease be treated? 
Yes, meningococcal disease can be treated with a number of effective antibiotics.  It is 
important that treatment be started as soon as possible.  If meningococcal disease is 
suspected, antibiotics are given right away.  Antibiotics should reduce the risk of death, but 
sometimes the infection has caused too much damage to the body for the antibiotics to 
prevent death or serious long-term problems. 
 
Depending on how serious the infection is, other treatments may be necessary.  These can 
include breathing support, medications to treat low blood pressure, and wound care for 
parts of the body with damaged skin. 
 
Is meningococcal disease contagious? 
Yes, the bacteria are spread through the exchange of respiratory and throat secretions (i.e., 
coughing, kissing).  Fortunately, it is not as contagious as what causes the common cold or 
the flu.  The meningococcal bacteria are not spread by casual contact or by simply breathing 
the air where a person with meningococcal disease has been. 
 
Sometimes the Neisseria meningitidis bacteria have spread to other people who have had 
close or prolonged contact with a patient with meningococcal disease.  People in the same 
household or day care center or anyone with direct contact with a patient's oral secretions 
(such as a boyfriend or girlfriend) would be considered at increased risk for acquiring the 
infection.  People who qualify as close contacts of a person with meningitis caused by N. 
meningitidis should receive antibiotics to prevent them from getting the disease.  The health 
department investigates each case of meningococcal disease to make sure all close contacts 
are identified and receive antibiotics.  This does not mean the close contacts have the 
disease; it is to prevent the disease. 
 
There are two kinds of meningococcal vaccines available in the United States: 

• Meningococcal conjugate vaccines (MenACWY-D and MenACWY-CRM). 
• Serogroup B meningococcal vaccines (MenB-FHbp and MenB-4C). 

 
Meningococcal conjugate vaccines MenACWY-D and MenACWY-CRM protect against 
serogroups A, C, W, and Y.  Serogroup B meningococcal vaccines (MenB-FHbp and MenB-
4C) only protect against serogroup B. 
 
For more information, please visit these websites: 

• CDC Meningococcal Disease: www.cdc.gov/meningococcal 
• CDC Meningococcal Vaccination: www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vpd/mening 
• CDC Traveler’s Health: Meningococcal Disease: 

wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/yellowbook/2020/travel-related-infectious-
diseases/meningococcal-disease 

• CDC Meningococcal Outbreaks: www.cdc.gov/meningococcal/outbreaks/ 
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