
What is measles?
Measles is caused by a virus and spreads very 
easily when an infected person breathes, coughs 
or sneezes. It spreads so easily that someone who 
is not protected (either by being immunized or 
having had measles in the past) can get it if they 
walk into a room where someone with the disease 
has been in the past couple of hours.

Is measles rare in the United States?
Before the measles vaccine was introduced, 
measles caused about 400 deaths in the United 
States each year. Most people are now vaccinated 
against measles or are immune from having 
measles as a child, but outbreaks do happen. Most 
commonly, measles is brought into the United 
States by someone who has traveled outside the 
country. When unvaccinated people are exposed, 
measles spreads very quickly. 

How serious is measles?
Measles is very contagious and can cause serious 
illness. About 1 out of 10 children with measles 
also gets an ear infection, 1 out of 20 gets 
pneumonia, and 1-2 out of 1,000 die from measles 
complications. Measles can also cause pregnant 
woman to miscarry or give birth prematurely. 
Serious health problems from measles are more 
common among children younger than 5 and 
adults older than 20.

Measles spreads so easily that anyone who is 
exposed to it and is not immune (for example, 
someone who has not been vaccinated) will 
probably get the disease.

What are the symptoms of measles?
Measles causes fever, runny nose, cough, 
conjunctivitis (red, watery eyes) and a rash all over 
the body. People can spread measles before they 
show symptoms. Symptoms usually last 7-10 days.

How is measles treated?
There is no cure for measles. Over-the-counter 
medications such as Tylenol can help relieve the 
fever that accompanies measles. Other symptoms 
typically disappear within 2-3 weeks. Medical 
care can help relieve symptoms and address 
complications such as bacterial infections. Some 
measles cases require hospitalization.

How is measles prevented?
Getting the measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) 
vaccine is the best protection against measles. 
The MMR vaccine is very safe and effective. Two 
doses of MMR vaccine are about 97% effective 
at preventing measles; one dose is about 93% 
effective. When more than 95% of people 
are vaccinated against measles, the disease 
slows down and does not spread. This is called 
community (or herd) immunity.

Who needs the measles vaccine (MMR)?
Children - Children should receive two doses of 
MMR vaccine starting with the first dose at 12-15 
months of age and the second dose at 4-6 years 
of age or at least 28 days following the first dose.

Students at Post-High School Educational 
Institutions - Students at post-high school 
educational institutions without evidence of 
measles immunity need two doses of MMR 
vaccine with the second dose administered no 
earlier than 28 days after the first dose.

Adults - People who were born during or after 
1957 who do not have evidence of immunity 
against measles should get at least one dose of 
MMR vaccine.

International Travelers - People 6 months of 
age or older who will be traveling internationally 
should be protected against measles.
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Who is at risk of measles?
Anyone who has not been immunized or 
had measles in the past is at risk. Babies 
younger than 12 months are at risk because 
they are too young to have been vaccinated. 
Others at highest risk include children under 
5 years, adults over 20 years, pregnant 
women and people with weakened immune 
systems. 

How do I protect my baby who is 
under 12 months old?
Infants depend fully on the immunity of the 
community around them for protection. If 
parents or caregivers have not gotten the 
MMR vaccine or had measles in the past, 
they should get vaccinated. It is important 
to make sure people who are around your 
new baby do not expose your baby to 
measles and other diseases (like whooping 
cough) that your baby is too young to be 
vaccinated against. This includes siblings, 
who should also be up-to-date on all their 
childhood vaccines for their own protection 
and to protect the baby. You may also 
want to consider delaying travel to areas 
where there are current outbreaks until the 
outbreak is over or your baby is old enough 
for vaccination.

What should I do if I am unsure 
whether I am immune to measles?
If you are unsure whether you are immune 
to measles, you should first try to find your 
vaccination records or documentation of 
measles immunity. If you do not have written 
documentation of measles immunity, you 
should get vaccinated with the measles-
mumps-rubella (MMR) vaccine. Another 
option is to have a doctor test your blood 
to determine whether you are immune. But 
this option is likely to cost more and will take 
multiple doctor’s visits. There is no harm 
in getting another dose of MMR vaccine if 
you may already be immune to measles (or 
mumps or rubella).

What if someone in my family has measles 
or was exposed to someone with measles?
Call your doctor, nurse or clinic right away. Before you 
go to the healthcare provider’s office, call to tell them 
that you or your family member might have measles. 
This will allow them to take steps to avoid exposing 
other people. Stay away from other people until at 
least four days after the rash starts or a test proves 
you do not have measles.

Should pregnant people get the measles 
vaccine (MMR)?
Pregnant people should not get the MMR vaccine. 
Pregnant people who need the vaccine should wait 
until after giving birth. Women should avoid getting 
pregnant for four weeks after getting the MMR 
vaccine.

Is the measles vaccine safe?
Research has shown that the measles vaccine (MMR) 
is safe. Getting vaccinated is much safer than getting 
any of the diseases the vaccine protects against.

How are vaccines monitored for safety?
Vaccines are tested before they are licensed for use. 
Once a vaccine is in use, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention and the Food and Drug 
Administration always monitor the vaccine to make 
sure it is safe and effective.

Are there side effects from the vaccine?
Like any medication, the measles vaccine (MMR) may 
cause side effects, most of which are mild:
• Pain at the injection site
• Fever
• Mild rash
• Swollen glands in the cheek or neck
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Could I still get measles even if I am fully 
vaccinated?
Very few people—about 3 out of 100—who get two 
doses of measles vaccine will still get measles if 
exposed to the virus. Experts are not sure why. It 
could be that their immune systems did not respond 
to the vaccine. But the good news is, fully vaccinated 
people who get measles are much more likely to 
have milder illness. And fully vaccinated people are 
also less likely to spread the disease to other people, 
including people who cannot get vaccinated because 
they are too young or have weakened immune 
systems.

Do I ever need a booster vaccine?
If you have had two doses of MMR vaccine, you do 
not need a booster. People who have received two 
doses of measles vaccine as children according to 
the vaccination schedule are protected for life.

Adults need at least one dose of measles vaccine, 
unless they have evidence of immunity. Healthy 
adults with one documented MMR vaccine are 
considered protected for life. If you are unsure of 
your vaccine history or just want peace of mind, it is 
safe to get another MMR vaccine. Healthcare workers 
should have two documented MMR vaccines as proof 
of immunity.

If you are not sure whether you were vaccinated, talk 
with your doctor.

Can you get measles from someone who 
has recently been vaccinated?
No. The weakened virus in the MMR vaccine cannot 
be passed from someone who has just been 
vaccinated to another person.

Where can I get the measles vaccine?
Your health care provider

Columbus Public Health 
(614) 645-7945

Franklin County Public Health
(614) 525-3719

Heart of Ohio Family Health Centers
(614) 235-5555

Lower Lights Christian Health Center
(614) 274-1455

Lutheran Social Services (Faith Mission Health 
Center) 
(614) 224-6617

Nationwide Children’s Hospital Primary Care 
Centers
(614) 722-6200

PrimaryOne Health Centers
(614) 645-5500

Southeast Healthcare Services
(614) 225-0990

A retail pharmacy or convenience care clinic

Where can I get more information 
about measles?
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
https://www.cdc.gov/measles

Ohio Department of Health
https://odh.ohio.gov/wps/portal/gov/odh/
know-our-programs/Vaccine-Preventable-
Diseases/resources/Measles 

Columbus Public Health
https://www.columbus.gov/measles

Franklin County Public Health
https://myfcph.org/measles
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Learn more about measles online at 
www.cdc.gov/measles.




