
Measles
Reports of a number 
of Measles cases in 

Gauteng have many 
parents worrying. 

Empowering yourself 
with knowledge on 
what you can do to 
prevent infection in 

your family is the best 
place to start. Read 

on for the answers to 
some frequently asked 
questions on Measles. 

What is Measles?

Measles is a viral infection that can be spread 
by nasal and oral secretions. Infected people 
can transmit the virus in a period extending 
five days after exposure to five days after skin 
lesions have appeared. It is very contagious, 
with 90 per cent of household contacts 
acquiring the infection. The period from time 
of exposure to eventual development of 
symptoms is 9-11 days.

Diagnosis

This is made clinically based on symptoms 
presenting and patient history. Measles is a 
notifiable disease in South Africa. Blood tests 
or throat swabs may be used to confirm the 
diagnosis.

Symptoms include: 

Initially: 
Malaise (general feeling of being • 
unwell) 
Irritability • 
Fever • 
Conjunctivitis (red eyes) • 
Nasal discharge • 
Cough • 
Decreased appetite• 
Koplik’s spots - small white blisters seen • 
in the mouth on the lining of the cheek

Then:
A red, scaly, flattened or slightly raised rash 
arising first on the forehead and extending 
to the face neck and trunk. The rash can 
become granular and brown and eventually 



peel. It usually persists for seven to ten 
days.

Measles is usually self-limiting but 
complications occur more commonly 
in children who are malnourished or 
those with severe disease or immune 
deficiencies like HIV or leukaemia. 
In complicated cases measles can 
progress to ear infections, bronchitis, 
pneumonia, blindness, and liver 
problems. Subacute sclerosing 
panecephalitis (SSPE) is a rare chronic 
degenerative condition of the brain 
that occurs many years after measles 
infection (occurs in about 1 of 1000 
cases).

Treatment

There is no specific treatment as 
measles is generally self- limiting. 
Recovery usually occurs 7-10 days 
after onset of symptoms. A Gamma 
Globulin (infection-fighting antibody 
injection given after exposure) can 
alter the course of the infection in 
patients susceptible to complications. 
Vitamin A, given at high doses for a 
short period, can reduce mortality and 
other complications. In South Africa, 
children receive the measles vaccine 
at 9 months and again at 18 months of 
age as part if the National Immunisation 
Programme.

How do I prevent getting measles?

Measles can be prevented with 
vaccinations. These can commonly 
cause a mild local reaction to the site 
of injection as well as a mild increase in 
temperature. Allergic reactions are very 
rare and children allergic to eggs should 
not receive the vaccination. Adverse 
reactions to vaccinations are rare.

What should I do if I think I have 
measles?

The Department of Health recommends 
the following; 

Please note that all persons with Measles should 
stay at home or be isolated in hospital for at 
least five days after onset of rash (during the 
infectious period).

Actually, Measles is infectious already during the 
prodrome (3 - 5 days before onset of rash), but 
no one knows they have measles until the rash 
appear unless they are strongly suspicious of 
having measles because of known contact with 
another measles case.
Nevertheless, in all cases of suspected 
Measles, blood and urine specimens will confirm 
diagnosis. 

Parents are encouraged to take their children to 
the local clinic to be vaccinated if unsure about 
their child’s vaccination status.
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