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Disease Fact Sheet Q Fever 
 
What is Q fever? 
Q fever is a rickettsial infection caused by a bacterium called Coxiella burnetii, which can 
affect the lungs, liver, heart, and other parts of the body.  This disease is found worldwide.  
Because many people infected with Q fever show mild or no signs, it is unknown how many 
cases occur each year in the United States.  In Ohio, 23 cases were reported from 2000 to 
2012 (median per year=1; range 0-8); this includes cases acquired outside the U.S.. 
 
What animals carry Q fever? 
Cattle, sheep, and goats are most likely to carry C. burnetii.  Infection has been noted with 
less frequency in many other animals including other types of livestock and domesticated 
pets.  Most infected animals have no signs of disease, other than abortion in goats and 
sheep. 
 
How is Q fever spread? 
The bacteria can be found in the milk, urine, and feces of infected animals.  Most 
importantly, during birthing, the organisms are shed in high numbers within the amniotic 
fluids and the placenta.  The organisms are resistant to heat, drying, and many common 
disinfectants which enables them to survive for long periods in the environment. 
 
Infection of humans usually occurs by inhalation of these organisms found in airborne 
barnyard dust.  Humans are often susceptible to the disease, and very few organisms may 
be required to cause infection.  Occasionally, people can get Q fever from drinking 
contaminated milk or from tick bites.  Direct human-to-human transmission can occur but is 
rare. 
 
Who is most at risk for getting Q fever? 
Most cases in the U.S. result from occupational exposure and typically involve veterinarians, 
meat processing plant workers, sheep and dairy workers, livestock farmers, and researchers 
at facilities housing sheep. 
 
How long after exposure before symptoms appear? 
For those who develop symptoms, they usually appear within 2 to 3 weeks. 
 
What are the symptoms of Q fever? 
Only about one-half of all people infected with C. burnetii show signs of clinical illness.  
Those with symptoms typically develop a high fever (up to 104-105°F), severe headache, 
nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, abdominal pain, and chest pain.  Fever usually lasts for 1 to 2 
weeks.  Weight loss can occur and persist for some time.  Less than 2% of people die, but 
up to 50% may develop pneumonia or inflammation of the liver.  Full recovery generally 
takes 1 to 2 months. 
 
Infections lasting more than 6 months are rare, but they represent a much more serious, 
chronic illness.  For these people, inflammation of the heart, especially the valves in the 
heart, can be a serious problem.  These cases usually occur in people who have pre-existing 
heart or kidney disease. 
 
How is Q fever diagnosed? 
Confirming infection with C. burnetii requires laboratory testing of blood for specific 
antibodies or identification of the bacteria in blood or tissue samples. 
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How is Q fever treated? 
Antibiotics, such as Doxycycline, are effective in treating Q fever.  Severe cases may require 
hospitalization and the use of more than one antibiotic. 
 
Is there a vaccine for Q fever? 
There is no vaccine currently approved for use in the U.S.. 
 
How can I prevent Q fever? 

• When possible, avoid contact with the placenta, birth products, fetal membranes, 
and aborted fetuses of sheep, cattle, and goats.  When not possible, wear gloves and 
properly dispose of all birth related tissues. 

• Eat and drink only pasteurized milk and milk products. 
• Quarantine imported animals. 
• If you have pre-existing heart valve disease or have had valve replacements, be 

extra careful around areas with sheep, cattle, and goats. 
 
For more information, please visit these websites: 

• CDC Q Fever: www.cdc.gov/qfever 
• CDC Q Fever Fact Sheet: www.cdc.gov/qfever/pdfs/qfever-englsih-factsheet-508.pdf 
• CDC Q Fever Safety at Livestock Birthing Exhibits: www.cdc.gov/qfever/pdfs/QFever-

Factsheet.pdf 
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