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Meningitis

Meningitis is not common but can be very serious unless treated correctly.  It can be caused by a variety of bacteria or viruses, but the symptoms can be similar, whatever the cause.  It can affect people of any age, from newborn babies to the elderly.

The early stages of meningitis can be very difficult to diagnose because the symptoms can seem the same as flu.  It is important to contact the doctor immediately if you think someone may have meningitis, because treatment needs to be started as early as possible.

A person with meningitis usually looks and feels unwell, and has a temperature.

Typical symptoms to look out for are:

· Violent Headache
· High Temperature
· Vomiting
· Neck Stiffness
· Feeling Drowsy or Lethargic
· Dislike of Bright Lights (Photophobia)
· Joint Pains
· Fitting
The person will not necessarily have all of these symptoms at once.  If left untreated, the person can become unconscious.

The most serious form of meningitis is meningococcal meningitis.  The bacterium can cause either meningitis or septicaemia (blood poisoning) or both.  Septicaemia occurs when the infection has got into the blood stream.  The patient becomes extremely unwell very quickly, and develops a rash which starts as reddish-blue pin pricks which do not fade if you press on them (use the flat bottom of a drinking glass to press with – you will be able to see whether the ‘spots’ fade with pressure).  As the infection progresses, these will join up to look like bruises under the skin.

You must get medical attention immediately!

Babies with Meningitis  

Babies with meningitis are unwell and have a temperature.  They usually stop wanting to feed and may be sick.  They may have a blank expression, or be drowsy and not easy to wake.  They dislike being handled, and may have a high-pitched cry or just whimper.  If not treated, they will start to arch their back and may have a fit.  They will become pale and blotchy, which is a sign that they are very ill.  The “soft spot” on their head may bulge or feel hard.

Many babies are now being vaccinated against 2 forms of meningitis (Haemophilus influenzae and Menigitis C).  Haemophilus Influenzae bacterium used to affect mainly babies and young children, causing meningitis or epiglottitis (a severe infection of the lower throat which causes difficulty in breathing).  Since the vaccine has been introduced, this particular form of meningitis has become very rare, but other forms still occur.

Remember: 

A person with meningitis or meningococcal septicaemia can go from being well to bring extremely unwell in just a few hours.  If you think someone may have meningitis, you should contact your doctor immediately.  It is essential to get treatment as early as possible.
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