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Meningitis is an illness where the coverings of the brain and spinal cord become inflamed.  It can be caused by viruses, 
bacteria, or other agents. 

Viral meningitis is rarely serious and is not helped by antibiotics.  Bacterial meningitis is less common than viral 
meningitis, but is a serious illness and needs urgent treatment with antibiotics.  Many different bacteria can cause 
meningitis. The main types are meningococcus, pneumococcus, tuberculosis (TB) and Hib. 

What is Hib meningitis? 

• Hib meningitis is caused by bacteria called 
Haemophilus influenzae type b.   

• Until the introduction of the Hib conjugate vaccine in 
1992, this was the main form of meningitis in young 
children in the UK and Ireland.  

• It affected mainly children under 4 years of age. 
Nowadays, however, Hib is rare in all age groups.  

 
What diseases do Hib bacteria cause? 

• Hib can cause a range of serious illness, most 
frequently meningitis.  

• Other severe Hib diseases include pneumonia, 
epiglottitis (inflammation of the back of the throat), 
septicaemia (blood poisoning), cellulitis (inflammation 
of tissue), arthritis, and pericarditis (inflammation of the 
heart lining). 

• Hib can also cause milder ailments like ear infections 
and minor respiratory illness. 

 
How do you get the infection? 

• Hib bacteria are found only in humans, and live 
temporarily in the back of the nose and throat.  

• We can pick up the bug if we have very close 
prolonged contact (e.g. living in the same house) with 
someone carrying it.  The contact has to be close 
because the bacteria are weak and cannot live for 
more than a few seconds outside the body. 

• The incubation period (the time from picking up the 
bug to developing illness) for Hib is uncertain. However 
it is generally agreed that when Hib disease occurs, it 
develops within a few days of exposure to the bacteria. 

 
Who is at risk? 

• Only a small fraction of the people who acquire Hib 
bacteria fall ill with the disease and the reasons for this 
are not entirely understood.  

• People with a deficient immune system, such as those 
without a spleen, are at higher risk. 

 

How can you tell if someone has the disease? 

Hib meningitis has the same symptoms as other kinds of 
bacterial meningitis. 

• In the early stages, a person usually feels unwell, with 
fever, headache and vomiting, just like many mild 
illnesses.  

• Typical meningitis symptoms - stiff neck and dislike of 
bright light normally happen later.  

• As the disease gets worse the person affected may 
become very sleepy and difficult to wake, confused or 
delirious, and may have seizures (fits). 

 
Babies and young children do not often get a stiff neck or 
dislike of bright lights, but: 

• They may refuse to feed and be irritable with a high-
pitched or moaning cry, especially when you pick them up 

• They may have blotchy, pale or bluish skin.  
• Their body may be stiff, with jerky movements or go 

floppy and lifeless.  
• The soft spot on a baby's head may be tense or bulging. 
 
People with Hib meningitis do not normally get a rash. A 
rash is typical of meningococcal infection, which is the most 
frequent cause of meningitis, and usually occurs together 
with septicaemia (blood-poisoning). 

In the UK at least 95% of people with Hib meningitis 
recover, but it can be fatal. 
 
What precautions are taken if there is a case? 

• All cases are reported by the doctor treating the patient to 
a Public Health doctor.  

• Where it is needed, the Public Health doctor decides 
what action to take.  

•  Depending on the case’s age and whether they have 
been vaccinated, some household contacts of a case 
may be more at risk than the general public and require a 
short course of antibiotics. 

 

For further information or general advice contact: 

The Meningitis Research Foundation 
Tel: 0808 800 3344 or www.meningitis.org 

 
Meningitis Now 

Tel: 0800 80 10 388 or www.meningitisnow.org 

Seek urgent medical help if you think someone 
has meningitis. 

Early treatment saves lives. 

Take the person straight to the nearest casualty 
department in an emergency. 

 

Anglia Health Protection Team 
Anglia and Essex Centre, PHE 

www.gov.uk/phe 


