
MENINGITIS
WHAT IS MENINGITIS
Meningitis is inflammation of the membranes surrounding the brain and spinal cord (the
meninges).

WHAT CAUSES MENINGITIS
It is usually due to an infection. A wide variety of infectious agents can cause meningitis,
including bacteria, viruses, fungi and parasites.

When we commonly talk of meningitis, we usually mean bacterial meningitis. The
causative bacteria include Hemophilus influenzae type B, Streptococcus pneumoniae,
Escherichia coli, Neisseria meningitidis, Staphylococci and Mycobacterium tuberculosis
(the bacteria that causes Tuberculosis).

Many different viruses can also cause meningitis, including Measles, Mumps, Rubella,
Polio, Coxsackie, Herpes simplex, Ebstein-Barr, Varicella (chicken pox), Influenza,
Parainfluenza, and Cytomegalovirus.

It can be difficult in an individual case to establish the exact cause, especially because
viruses are hard to isolate.

HOW DOES SOMEONE GET MENINGITIS
The agents that cause meningitis are present widely the environment. Many of the
bacteria may be carried asymptomatically by healthy people and will occasionally cause
disease. Sometimes, these organisms cause other illnesses, like ear infections, sinusitis,
pneumonia, and can spread to the brain from these locations. Persons with certain types
of immune disorders are prone to get repeated episodes of meningitis.

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS AND SYMPTOMS OF MENINGITIS
Meningitis can have an extremely varied presentation. As already mentioned, it can
occur in someone who already has a pre-existing illness. These children will have the
symptoms of this illness first and will then continue to get worse. In general, a child with
meningitis will have a high fever. They will appear sick, not want to eat or drink much.
As the disease progresses, they will develop a decreased level of consciousness – they
may be excessively sleepy and difficult to arouse, not recognize the parents. Seizures
(fits) are quite common. The child may also have vomiting, which can be very forceful
on occasion. An older child may complain of headache or have pain in the region of the
neck when he tries to move. In certain types of meningitis, reddish or purple spots can
appear on the skin – these can enlarge rapidly.



IS MENINGITIS SERIOUS
Meningitis can be very dangerous and always has to treated aggressively.

HOW IS MENINGITIS TREATED
Your child’s doctor has to decide whether the child has meningitis or not - sometimes this
may be difficult to establish. The child will have to be admitted to hospital, even if the
doctor only suspects meningitis. He will have blood and possibly urine tests.

The diagnosis can be confirmed only by performing a Lumbar Puncture (also known as
Spinal Tap). This is a procedure in which a tiny needle is inserted into the lower back,
inbetween the vertebrae, to obtain some spinal fluid for testing. This fluid is examined
for the presence of various organisms. It is generally a safe procedure, though rarely
complications may occur.

Depending on the child’s clinical condition, a CT Scan of the brain may be requested.

Antibiotics are very important. Antibiotics will be effective only if the meningitis is
bacterial, but because it is impossible to be certain initially what is causing the illness, all
patients will receive intravenous antibiotics.

If the child is very ill, he may need to be shifted to the Intensive Care Unit and require
mechanical ventilation.

It is important to understand that not all types of meningitis respond well to treatment. If
the infection is caused by the TB bacillus, treatment is different and has to be given for
many months.
There is no specific treatment for viral meningitis and the child will receive supportive
care while his body fights the infection.
Fungal and parasitic meningitis are very rare and generally will not occur in a previously
healthy child.

WHAT IS THE PROGNOSIS FOR A CHILD WITH MENINGITIS
If treated early and appropriately, many children will recover completely. Even many
cases of viral meningitis, which is treated only supportively, will have complete recovery.

Unfortunately, patients with meningitis can have serious sequelae. These may range
from very minor to severe neurological impairment. It is impossible to predict who will
have sequelae and how serious these will be. These can be identified only with time.

WHAT ELSE SHOULD I KNOW
In certain specific types of meningitis it is very important to treat family members and
other close contacts with antibiotics, even if they are completely healthy, to prevent them
from getting the same illness.



IS THERE A VACCINE THAT WILL PREVENT MENINGITIS
Vaccines exist against certain types of meningitis. Some of these (against Pneumococcal
and Neisserial meningitis) are administered only in specialized situations.

However, there is a very effective vaccine against the bacterium Hemophilus influenzae
type B. This vaccine, often called HiB vaccine, should be administered to every child as
part of the normal immunization schedule. Generally, three doses are given in the first
year of life and followed by booster doses later on.

WHEN SHOULD I CONTACT THE DOCTOR
In general, you should contact your doctor if your child:

1. Has a very high fever, accompanied by a headache or neck stiffness
2. Has seizures (fits)
3. Refuses to eat or drink anything
4. Has persistent vomiting
5. Seems excessively sleepy or fails to recognize you


