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1. What is Fifth Disease?  Fifth Disease is a mild viral illness that occurs most often in 
children.  Fifth disease begins with a low-grade fever, headache, and mild cold-like 
symptoms (a stuffy or runny nose).  These symptoms pass, and the illness seems to be 
gone until a few days later when the child develops the typical slapped cheek rash 
associated with Fifth Disease.  This rash causes the face to appear flushed and reddened. 
The rash can then spread to the trunk and limbs and often takes on a lacey appearance. 
The rash may last anywhere from 1-3 weeks and can often be more prominent after 
exposure to sunlight, heat, exercise, or stress.  At times the rash may itch.  Fifth disease is 
usually a mild illness that runs its course without serious complications.  However, if 
your child has a history of an impaired immune system, sickle cell disease, or other types 
of chronic anemias, please consult his/her physician for guidance. 
 

2. How is Fifth Disease diagnosed?  Most cases are diagnosed on the presence of typical 
symptoms, including the development of the classic Fifth Disease rash.  A specific blood 
test is available to confirm the diagnosis or to show that someone is already immune, but 
the test is usually not necessary in healthy children.  There is no specific treatment for 
Fifth Disease. 
. 

3. How is the virus that causes Fifth Disease Spread?  The virus that causes Fifth Disease 
is found in the respiratory secretions of infected individuals before they develop the rash. 
Once the person exhibits the common “slapped cheek” rash of the illness, they are no 
longer infectious and may be at school, daycare centers, or work.  Frequent hand washing 
and proper cough etiquette may help control the spread of the virus.  Exclusion of 
infected children from school who exhibit the Fifth Disease rash is not useful since they 
are no longer contagious.  The incubation period of the virus is usually 4-14 days.  There 
is no vaccine to prevent Fifth Disease. 
 

4. Can Adults get Fifth Disease?  Yes, an adult can become infected and either have no 
symptoms or develop the typical rash.  Adults that are infected with Fifth Disease can 
also develop joint pain and swelling.  If you are pregnant, or have a chronic red blood cell 
disease, or are immune compromised, and been exposed to Fifth Disease, please contact 
your doctor as complications may occur.  It is estimated that approximately 50% of adults 
have had Fifth Disease and have immunity to the virus.  
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