Meningitis 

 

 

Did you know that a recent survey by the Meningitis Trust shows that meningitis is the disease most feared by parents and grandparents alike? There are a higher number of cases in the winter months.

 

Meningitis and meningococcal septicaemia (blood poisoning) are serious diseases. They can strike in an instant but their impact can last a lifetime. Despite recent developments in vaccines, there are still around 300 cases of bacterial meningitis, and probably more than double that number of cases of viral meningitis, each year in Ireland.

 

What is meningitis?

Meningitis is inflammation of the membranes that surround and protect the brain and spinal cord. The most common germs that cause meningitis are viruses and bacteria.

 

Visit www.meningitus-trust.ie to see the different types of meningitis.

 

What is meningococcal septicaemia?

Meningococcal bacteria can cause both meningitis and septicaemia. Together these are known as meningococcal disease. Meningococcal septicaemia can happen with meningitis or on its own. Septicaemia is generally more life-threatening than meningitis and can develop within a few hours. Septicaemia can also be caused by other germs.

 

What are the signs and symptoms?

Meningitis and septicaemia are often difficult to recognise at first. In the early stages, signs and symptoms can be similar to other more common illnesses like flu. The common signs and symptoms of meningitis and septicaemia are listed on the next page. Early symptoms can include fever, headache, nausea (feeling sick), vomiting (being sick), muscle pain and fever with cold hands and feet.

 

 

 

 

 

Common signs and symptoms of meningitis and septicaemia

 

Babies & Toddlers

Meningitis

*Fever *Refusing food or vomiting *Fretful *Dislike being handled

*Pale blotchy skin *Listless *Unresponsive *Drowsy

*Difficult to wake *Unusual cry *Moaning

Septicaemia

*Fever *Cold hands and feet *Refusing food or vomiting

*Pale blotchy skin *Spots or rash (see ‘The glass test’)

*Floppy *Listless *Unresponsive *Rapid breathing or grunting

*Drowsy *Difficult to wake

 

Children & adults

Meningitis

*Fever *Severe headache *Vomiting *Dislike bright lights

*Stiff neck *Muscle pain *Drowsy *Difficult to wake

*Confusion and irritability

Septicaemia

*Fever *Cold hands and feet *Vomiting *Severe muscle pain

*Spots or rash (see ‘The glass test’) *Stomach cramps and diarrhoea

*Drowsy *Difficult to wake *Confusion and irritability

 

Symptoms can appear in any order and some may not appear at all. Meningitis and septicaemia often happen together. Be aware of all the signs and symptoms. 

 

Visit www.meningitus-trust.ie/Symptoms.html to download a symptoms card.

 

A fever with spots or a rash that do not fade under pressure is a medical emergency. If someone is ill or is obviously getting worse, do not wait for spots or a rash to appear. They may appear late or may not appear at all.

 

 

 

What about the rash?

• A rash that does not fade under pressure (see ‘The glass test’) is a sign of meningococcal septicaemia. The rash may begin as a few small spots anywhere on the body and can spread quickly to look like fresh

bruises.

• The spots or rash are caused by blood leaking into the tissues under the skin.

• The spots or rash are more difficult to see on darker skin. Look on paler areas of the skin and under the eyelids.
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The glass test (Picture courtesy of B. Dowsett HPA Porton Down)
Spots or a rash that do not fade under pressure will still be seen when

the side of a clear drinking glass is pressed firmly against the skin

 

What to do if you suspect meningitis or septicaemia

• Contact your GP immediately. If your GP is not available, go straight to your nearest accident and emergency department.

• Describe the symptoms carefully and say that you think it could be meningitis or septicaemia.

• Early diagnosis can be difficult. If you have seen a doctor and are still worried, don’t be afraid to ask for medical help again.

***************************

 

all the information has been taken from the Meningitis Trust’s website & their leaflet What is Meningitis?

 

For further information and to see all the services they offer including a 24 hour nurse led helpline (1800 523 126) visit

www.meningitis-trust.ie
 

Helen Hopkins

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

