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VIRAL MENINGITIS FACT SHEET 
 
What is viral meningitis? 
Meningitis is an inflammation of the tissue that covers 
the brain and spinal cord that can be caused by several 
different types of viruses, as well as bacteria, and fungi. 
Viral meningitis in the United States is most often 
caused by non-polio enteroviruses. Most people are 
exposed to these viruses at some time in their lives, but 
few actually develop meningitis. Other viruses that can 
cause meningitis are mumps virus, herpesviruses, 
measles virus, influenza virus, and West Nile virus. 
 
Who can get viral meningitis? 
Anyone. However, it occurs more often in children 
younger than 5 years old and people with weakened 
immune systems caused by diseases, medications (such 
as chemotherapy), and recent organ or bone marrow 
transplantations. Infants younger than 1 month old and 
people with weakened immune systems are more likely 
to have severe illness, which may require 
hospitalization. 
 
What are the symptoms of viral meningitis? 
The symptoms in infants may include fever, irritability, 
poor eating, sleepiness or trouble waking up from sleep, 
and lack of energy. The symptoms in adults may include 
fever, severe headache, stiff neck, sensitivity of the eyes 
to bright lights, drowsiness, nausea and vomiting, lack of 
appetite, and lack of energy. The initial symptoms of 
viral meningitis are similar to those of bacterial 
meningitis. However, viral meningitis is often a less 
severe illness. Therefore, you should see a helath care 
provider as soon as possible to determine if you have the 
disease and the type of meningitis. 
 
How do the viruses that cause meningitis spread? 
Viral meningitis can spread in different ways, depending 
on the type of virus causing the illness. If you have close 
contact with a person who has viral meningitis, you are 
not likely to develop meningitis even if you become 
infected with the virus that made the person sick.  

 
What can be done to reduce the spread of viral 
meningitis? 
You can reduce your chance of getting infected or 
spreading the virus to other people if you do the 
following: 1) wash your hands frequently with soap and 
water, scrubbing your hands for at least 20 seconds, 2) 
cover your mouth and nose with a tissue when you 
cough or sneeze, 3) avoid touching your eyes, nose and 
mouth with unwashed hands, 4) avoid close contact, 
such as kissing, or sharing cups or eating utensils, 5) 
clean and disinfect frequently touched surfaces and 
objects, such as toys, doorknobs, tables, and counters, 
and 6) stay home when sick. 
 
Is there a vaccine for viral meningitis? 
There are no vaccines to protect against the viruses that 
most commonly cause viral meningitis (non-polio 
enteroviruses). Some vaccinations can protect you 
against diseases such as measles, mumps, chickenpox, 
and influenza, which can lead to viral meningitis. 
  
How is viral meningitis treated? 
There is no specific treatment. Antibiotics are not used 
to treat viral infections. Most people with viral 
meningitis recover on their own within 7-10 days. 
People with meningitis caused by certain viruses such as 
herpesvirus and influenza may benefit from treatment 
with an antiviral medication.  
 
Should a person with viral meningitis be isolated? 
Strict isolation is not necessary.  
 
Where can I get more information? 
Information about viral meningitis and other related 
health topics can be found at www.cdc.gov. The DC 
Department of Health promotes the health and safety of 
the District residents. For additional information, please 
visit www.doh.dc.gov or call (202) 442-9371. 

 


