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FACT SHEET: HAND, FOOT, MOUTH DISEASE (HFMD) 
 

 
WHAT IS HAND FOOT MOUTH 
DISEASE?  
Hand, Foot, and Mouth Disease (HFMD) is an illness most 
commonly caused by coxsackievirus A16. It is more common for 
people to get HFMD during the spring, summer and fall months.  
 
WHO GETS HFMD? 
Anyone can get HFMD, however; infants and children younger 
than 5 years old are most often affected. When someone gets 
HFMD they develop protection against the specific virus that 
caused them infection. HFMD can be caused by several different 
viruses, so people can get the disease more than once. 

 
WHAT ARE THE SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF HFMD?  

   Early symptoms of HFMD include fever, sore throat, reduced  
appetite, cough, running nose, and a feeling of being unwell. 
One to two days after the fever starts, painful sores may develop 
in the mouth. A skin rash with red spots and sometimes with 
blisters may develop on the palms of hands, soles of the feet, 
knees, elbows, buttocks or genital area. Not everyone will get all 
of these symptoms. Some people, especially adults, may show 
no symptoms at all. 

 

HOW DOES HFMD SPREAD?  
The viruses that cause HFMD can be found in an infected 
person’s nose and throat secretions (such as saliva, sputum, or 
nasal mucus), blister fluid, and stool. HFMD is spread from an 
infected person to others through the following ways: 

• Close personal contact (such as kissing). 
• The air (through coughing and sneezing). 
• Contact with feces, including swallowing recreational 

water contaminated with feces. 
• Contact with contaminated objects and surfaces. 

 
HOW SOON DO SYMPTOMS APPEAR? 
Symptoms usually begin 3-7 days after becoming infected. 

 
IS A PERSON WITH HFMD CONTAGIOUS? 

A person is most contagious during the first week of the  
illness, but can be contagious for weeks after symptoms go 
away. People without symptoms can still spread the virus.  
HFMD is not transmitted to or from pets or other animals. 

 

HOW IS HFMD DIAGNOSED?  
A health care provider can diagnose HFMD by considering the 
age of the patient, symptoms, and appearance of the  
rash and mouth sores during examination. Depending  
on symptom severity, samples from the throat or stool may  
be collected for laboratory testing. 
 
HOW IS HFMD TREATED?  
Most people get better on their own in 7 to 10 days with 
minimal or no medical treatment. Treatment focuses on 
relieving symptoms, as there is no specific antiviral cure. 
Good hygiene should be maintained to prevent spreading 
the virus.  
 
SHOULD A PERSON WITH HFMD STAY AT HOME 
FROM SCHOOL OR DAYCARE? 
A person who is sick with HFMD should stay at home if they 
have symptoms such as fever, uncontrollable drooling, open 
blisters, or are feeling unwell to participate in daily activities. 
 

HOW CAN PEOPLE PROTECT THEMSELVES 
AGAINST HFMD?  
The following steps can help prevent the 
spread of HFMD: 

• Washing your hands frequently with 
soap and water, scrubbing your hands 
for at least 20.  

• Cover your mouth and nose when 
sneezing or coughing with a disposable 
facial tissue or with an upper arm 
sleeve or elbow. 

• Cleaning and disinfecting frequently 
touched surfaces and soiled items, 
including toys. 

• Avoiding close contact such as kissing, 
hugging, or sharing eating utensils with 
infected people. 

WANT MORE INFORMATION? 
Information about HFMD and other related health 
topics can be found at the website cdc.gov. The DC 
Department of Health promotes the health and safety 
of the District residents. For additional information, 
please visit dchealth.dc.gov or call (202)-442-5865.
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