
     

 

 

PUBLIC HEALTH FACT SHEET 

Rotavirus 
What you need to know 

What is rotavirus?  

Rotavirus is a virus that causes severe diarrhea, usually with fever and vomiting. Rotavirus is the most common 

cause of severe gastroenteritis (diarrhea) in infants and young children in the United States. Worldwide, 

rotavirus is a major cause of childhood deaths. Rotavirus can cause children to lose body fluids very quickly 

and is especially dangerous for children less than two years of age.  

Who can get Rotavirus? 

It affects mostly babies and young children. Children between 3 and 35 months of age have the highest risk for 

getting the infection. Rotavirus causes seasonal peaks of gastroenteritis from November to May each year, with 

activity in the United States beginning in the Southwest and spreading to the Northeast. 

What are the symptoms of rotavirus disease?  

Rotavirus causes the following: 

 Fever 

 Watery diarrhea 

 Vomiting 

 Stomach pain 

Rotavirus gastroenteritis usually starts with fever, an upset stomach, and vomiting, followed by diarrhea. The 

watery diarrhea can be mild to severe and generally will last for 3 to 9 days. Severe diarrhea can lead to a 

dangerous depletion of body fluids called dehydration, which can result in death if untreated. Virtually all 

children become infected with rotavirus in the first 3 to 5 years of life, but severe diarrhea and dehydration 

occur mainly among children aged 3 to 35 months. 

How many children are affected by rotavirus each year?  

In the US, rotavirus is responsible for approximately 5%_10% of all diarrheas among children less than 5 years 

of age. Rotavirus accounts for more than 500,000 physician visits and approximately 50,000 hospitalizations 

each year among children less than 5 years of age. An estimated one in 200,000 children with rotavirus diarrhea 

dies from the complications of the infection. 

How severe is rotavirus disease?  

In the first 5 years of life, four out of five children in the United States will develop rotavirus diarrhea, one in 

seven will require a clinic or emergency room visit, one in 78 will require hospitalization and it is estimated that 

one in 200,000 children die from rotavirus diarrhea. 



How is rotavirus spread?  

 Rotavirus spreads easily. The virus is in the stool (feces) of people who are infected with the virus. It is 

spread by hands, diapers, or objects like toys, changing tables, or doorknobs that have a small amount of 

the stool on them. The disease commonly spreads in families, hospitals, and child care centers. 

 Rotavirus is a tough virus. It can live on objects for several days unless it is killed by a disinfectant 

(cleaner that kills germs). It is very hard to prevent rotavirus with just hand washing and cleaning with a 

disinfectant. 

How soon after do symptoms appear? 

It takes about 2 days for the symptoms to appear from time a person is exposed. 

How long is a person contagious? 

Infected persons shed large amounts of virus in their stool beginning 2 days before the onset of diarrhea and for 

up to 10 days after onset of symptoms. Rotavirus may be detected in the stool of persons with an immune 

deficiency for more than 30 days after infection 

Can a person get rotavirus gastroenteritis more than once?  

There are a number of different strains of rotavirus than cause gastroenteritis in humans; 4 strains are common 

in the United States. Children get rotavirus infection several times, one time for each new strain of rotavirus that 

they encounter. Each new infection tends to be less serious than the previous infection. 

What can be done to prevent rotavirus gastroenteritis?  

There is no effective way to completely eliminate rotavirus infection or its transmission.  

 Washing with soaps or cleansers does not kill the virus, but careful hand washing will help prevent 

spread of rotavirus. 

 Clean water supplies and improved hygiene have not decreased rotavirus diarrhea in countries with good 

sanitation systems. 

 Cover mouth and nose with a tissue when sneezing or coughing, or turn away when coughing. 

 Immediately throw away used tissues, followed by careful hand washing. 

 Avoid sharing objects if they have been in the mouth (pacifiers, toys, silverware, etc.); wash objects in 

hot, soapy water between use. 

 Wash your hands with soap and water after coughing, sneezing or touching common surfaces like door 

knobs, keyboards and telephones. You can also use alcohol-based hand cleaners 

How is rotavirus gastroenteritis treated?  

Giving special fluids by mouth (oral rehydration therapy) is the most effective treatment. Oral rehydration 

prevents most dehydration. Parents of children with severe diarrhea should start oral rehydration and take their 

child for medical evaluation. Special fluids used for oral rehydration can be found in most pharmacies or 

grocery stores and can be purchased without a prescription. 

 

For more information, call (816) 325-7204  

For additional copies, visit our website at http://www.ci.independence.mo.us/Health/ 
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