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What is measles?
Measles is a contagious infectious disease caused by the measles virus. It infects the
respiratory tract and spreads throughout the body. Measles can cause severe illness,
complications, and death. Although it is most common in children, anyone can become
infected. 

Measles can be prevented with vaccination. Cases in Canada usually occur when
unvaccinated or non-immune people travel abroad to countries where measles is circulating,
become infected, and bring measles into Canada. 

What are the symptoms of measles?
Symptoms of measles can begin 7 to 21 days after exposure. Initial symptoms include:

Fever

Malaise

Cough

Runny nose

Conjunctivitis (pink eye)

White spots, known as Koplik spots, may appear in the mouth or the throat 2 to 3 days after
symptoms start. 
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A rash, which typically starts on the face and spreads to the rest of the body, usually appears
3 to 7 days after infection and can last 4 to 7 days. 

Most people recover from measles in 2 or 3 weeks if there are no complications. 

Complications of measles can include:

Ear infections

Diarrhea

Respiratory failure

Encephalitis (inflammation and swelling of the brain)

Blindness

Deafness

Intellectual disability 

Death

Complications are most common in people who are pregnant, people under the age of 5 or
over 30, and people who are immunocompromised. 

How is measles transmitted?
The measles virus spreads by:

Breathing in the air in an area where an infected person is present or was recently
present

Having direct contact with respiratory secretions, such as mucus and saliva, from the
nose or mouth of an infected person

Touching a surface or object contaminated with the virus and then touching your eyes,
nose, or mouth with unwashed hands

Measles is very contagious. The virus can stay in the air or on surfaces for up to 2 hours after
an infected person leaves the area. 

People infected with measles can transmit the virus from 4 days before the rash to 4 days
after the rash develops. 

How is measles treated?
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There is no treatment for measles. Treatment aims to manage symptoms and complications of
the disease. Hydration, a healthy diet, rest, and vitamin A supplements may be recommended.
Medications may be given to help prevent or reduce the effects of complications such as
pneumonia or ear infections.  

What occupations are at risk? 
People who are unvaccinated or non-immune in these occupations are at highest risk of
contracting measles: 

Healthcare workers 

Teachers and other workers in childcare facilities and schools

Laboratory workers 

Workers who travel outside of Canada for work

However, measles can be transmitted to any worker who may be near infected people,
regardless of their occupation. 

How can measles be prevented in the workplace?
The best way to prevent measles is through vaccination. In Canada, the measles vaccine is
available as a measles-mumps-rubella (MMR) or measles-mumps-rubella-varicella (MMRV)
vaccine. Most adults born before 1970 are presumed to have immunity from a previous
exposure when they were younger, while most adults born in or after 1970 would have
received a measles vaccine. Booster doses are not necessary for people who are immune
(either through vaccination or a confirmed infection). Speak to a healthcare provider to confirm
your vaccination status.  

Along with vaccination, the risk of measles can be reduced by implementing infection
prevention and control principles in the workplace, which can include:

Early identification and isolation of people with measles 

Avoiding contact with people with measles

Regular cleaning and disinfecting of surfaces, objects, or equipment 

Proper hand hygiene 

Wearing personal protective equipment (PPE) when appropriate such as touching body
fluids or working with samples containing the measles virus 

https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/occup_workplace/teacher.html
https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/occup_workplace/labtech.html
https://www.ccohs.ca/infectious-diseases/infection-control
https://www.ccohs.ca/infectious-diseases/cleaning-disinfecting
https://www.ccohs.ca/oshanswers/diseases/washing_hands.html
https://www.ccohs.ca/infectious-diseases/ppe
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Anyone travelling outside of Canada for work should review the Government of Canada’s
travel advice and advisories for their destination for measles and visit a travel health clinic or
health care provider at least 6 weeks before travel. 

Where can I get more information about measles? 
More information is available from:

Measles – from the Government of Canada

Measles – from the World Health Organization

Measles (Rubeola) - from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)

(*We have mentioned these organizations as a means of providing a potentially useful
referral. You should contact the organization(s) directly for more information about their
services. Please note that mention of these organizations does not represent a
recommendation or endorsement by CCOHS of these organizations over others of which you
may be aware.)
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Disclaimer
Although every effort is made to ensure the accuracy, currency and completeness of the
information, CCOHS does not guarantee, warrant, represent or undertake that the information
provided is correct, accurate or current. CCOHS is not liable for any loss, claim, or demand
arising directly or indirectly from any use or reliance upon the information.

https://www.ccohs.ca/travel-health-safety/considerations-for-work-related-travel
https://travel.gc.ca/travelling/advisories
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/diseases/measles/prevention-risks.html
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/measles
https://www.cdc.gov/measles/index.html

