
Pertussis (Whooping Cough) 
Communicable Diseases 

 Pertussis is a disease caused by a bacteria 
called Bordetella pertussis. 

 In young babies (less than 1 year) the disease 
can be severe. It can cause pneumonia, apnea 
(periods of not breathing), seizures, and rarely 
death. 

 Testing for pertussis involves a swab of the 
back of the nose (nasopharyngeal).  Contact 
Public  Health for more details 

 
Signs and Symptoms  
 
 Symptoms usually start 7 to 10 days after a 

person has come in contact with the disease 
but can start as long as 21 days after contact. 

 The first symptoms of pertussis are the same 
as for a common cold.  It often progresses to 
an irritating cough followed by a cough that is 
very frequent and severe and can last up to 2 
months or longer. 

 The illness is often called “Whooping Cough” 
because it causes severe coughing spells 
ending with a “whoop”. These coughing spells 
may be followed by gagging and vomiting. 
They are worse at night. 

 Disease in babies under 6 months moves 
quickly from common cold symptoms to 
gagging and gasping with periods of not 
breathing. They usually do not have the 
“whoop”. 

 Babies and young children may be more likely 
to get the disease than older children.   

How Pertussis is Spread 
 
 Pertussis is spread by breathing in small 

droplets in the air when a person who has the 
disease is coughing. 

 A person can get pertussis from someone who 
is infected but does not yet have the typical 
cough. 

 Infected people not on antibiotics can spread 
the disease for up to 3 weeks or longer after 
their symptoms have begun. 

 

Treating Pertussis 
 
 If you think you have pertussis, see your health 

care provider who may decide to test you for 
pertussis.  

 Pertussis can be treated with an antibiotic. 
 Antibiotics do not usually make the symptoms 

less. Most people continue to cough even after 
treatment. 

 Infected people still spread the disease until 5 
days after starting antibiotic treatment. 

 People who are not sick may be given 
antibiotics if they have been exposed to 
pertussis and are in contact with babies less 
than 1 year of age or pregnant women in their 
3rd trimester.  
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Prevent the Spread of Pertussis  
 

 The best way to prevent infection with  
pertussis is to be immunized with the 
pertussis vaccine.   

 The pertussis vaccine helps protect against 
the most serious complications of the 
disease.  

 Children should be immunized against 
pertussis. It is routinely given to infants and 
small children at 2, 4, 6, and 18 months old, 4 
years old, and to students in Grade 8. 

 All adults in Saskatchewan are eligible for 1 
dose of pertussis vaccine which is given with 
the tetanus and diphtheria booster every 5 
to 10 years. 

 It is strongly recommended that anyone 
caring for  or living with babies under 6 
months of age should be checked to see if 
their pertussis vaccine is up to date.   

 Pregnant women should receive a booster of 
the pertussis vaccine in every pregnancy. The 
vaccine is safe during pregnancy and 
recommended between 27 –32 weeks 
gestation.  Talk to your health care provider. 

 The risk of getting very sick from the disease 
is greatest for children who have not been 
immunized.  

 When a person has a positive pertussis test, 
Population and Public Health Services 
contacts them and other persons considered 
to be at risk of getting the disease. 

 People who have pertussis should be treated 
even if they have had symptoms for longer 
than 3 weeks. 

 Some people exposed to pertussis should 
receive antibiotic treatment which helps to 
prevent the spread of the disease.   

 Exclusion from work, school, or day care is no 
longer recommended except in certain 
situations (e.g. if around babies under 1 year 
of age,  pregnant women in the last 3 months 
of their pregnancy, health care workers).  

 
 

 
Please call Population and Public Health Services 

for information about exclusions at  
(306) 766-7790. 

 
 

To report a communicable disease call Population 
and Public Health Services at  (306) 766-7790. 

 
 
 

For 24 hour professional health advice and 
information, call: 
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