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CONDITION

Typhus

Typhus is a group of bacterial infections spread mainly by lice, fleas, or mites.

WHAT IT IS

Group of bacterial infections spread by infected insects

BODY SYSTEM

Whole body, including skin, brain, lungs, and circulation

MAIN SYMPTOMS

Fever, severe headache, rash, muscle aches

WHAT CAUSES IT

Infection with Rickettsia or Orientia bacteria

HOW IT IS DIAGNOSED

Exposure history, blood antibody testing, or PCR

MAIN TREATMENT

Antibiotics and supportive care

CAN IT BE CURED?

Yes - antibiotics usually clear the infection

IS IT AN EMERGENCY?

Sometimes - confusion or breathing difficulty needs emergency care

LONG-TERM OUTLOOK

Most people recover, but untreated infection can become severe

Overview

Typhus is the name for several related infections caused by bacteria. These bacteria reach

people through infected lice, fleas, or mites. Typhus is not the same as typhoid fever, which is

caused by a different bacterium and usually spreads through contaminated food or water.

The main forms are:

These forms occur in different parts of the world and do not all have the same level of severity.

Flea-borne typhus is reported in some warm regions, including parts of the southern United

States. Scrub typhus occurs mainly in parts of Asia and the Pacific, although cases have been

identified elsewhere. Epidemic typhus is uncommon but can occur where body lice spread

easily, especially in crowded settings with limited access to washing and clean clothing.

Prompt treatment matters because typhus can affect the brain, lungs, heart, kidneys, or
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circulation. Most people recover when the infection is recognised and treated early.

- Epidemic typhus , caused by Rickettsia prowazekii and spread by body lice

- Flea-borne, or murine, typhus , usually caused by Rickettsia typhi and spread by infected
fleas

- Scrub typhus , caused by Orientia bacteria and spread by the young form of certain mites,
called chiggers

Symptoms

Symptoms usually begin within days to about two weeks after exposure. They may start

suddenly and can resemble flu or other infections.

Common symptoms include:

The rash does not always appear. Its timing and pattern can also differ by the type of typhus.

For this reason, the absence of a rash does not rule out the condition.

Scrub typhus may cause an eschar at the bite site. This is a dark, crusted sore surrounded by

red skin. It may be painless and hidden in places such as the groin, armpit, or beneath the

breasts. Not everyone develops one.

More severe infection can cause confusion, extreme sleepiness, breathing difficulty, low blood

pressure, or reduced urine production. These symptoms may mean that organs are being

affected and need urgent assessment.

- Fever and chills

- Severe headache

- Muscle or body aches

- Feeling very weak or unwell

- Nausea, vomiting, or abdominal pain

- Cough

- A rash

Causes and risk factors

Typhus bacteria are carried by small parasites that feed on people or animals.

In epidemic typhus, infected body lice pass bacteria in their droppings. Scratching a louse bite
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can rub contaminated material into broken skin. The bacteria may also enter through the eyes

or, less often, by breathing in contaminated dust.

Flea-borne typhus spreads in a similar way through infected flea droppings. Fleas may be

carried by rats, opossums, cats, dogs, and other mammals. A flea bite itself is not always

noticed.

Scrub typhus spreads through the bite of an infected chigger. Chiggers are commonly found in

areas with scrub vegetation, grasses, or low-growing plants.

Risk is higher with:

Typhus does not usually spread directly from one person to another. Epidemic typhus can

continue spreading if body lice move between people.

- Travel to or residence in an area where a form of typhus occurs

- Exposure to body lice or crowded conditions where lice are present

- Contact with flea-infested animals or places with many rodents

- Outdoor work, camping, or walking through vegetation in scrub typhus areas

- Limited access to washing facilities or clean clothes during outbreaks

Diagnosis

A clinician will consider your symptoms, recent travel, outdoor activity, animal contact, and

possible exposure to lice, fleas, or mites. Tell them where you have been, even if the trip was

several weeks ago. Mention any rash, insect bites, or dark crusted sore.

Blood tests can look for antibodies made by the immune system against the bacteria.

Antibodies may not be detectable early in the infection. A later blood sample may be needed to

show that antibody levels have risen.

A PCR test looks for the bacteria's genetic material. It may be performed on blood or, for scrub

typhus, a sample from an eschar or rash. PCR can be most useful early, before antibiotics like

amoxicillin or doxycycline reduce the amount of bacteria present.

A single positive antibody result does not always prove a current infection because antibodies

can remain after an earlier exposure. Tests may also react to more than one closely related

bacterium.

Because laboratory confirmation can take time, treatment may begin when symptoms and

exposure history strongly suggest typhus. Clinicians may also test for other causes of fever,

including malaria, dengue, meningitis, or other tick- and insect-borne infections.

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. 3 of 7



sofidex sofidex.com

Treatment and management

Typhus is treated with antibiotics. Doxycycline is the usual first-choice antibiotic for suspected

rickettsial infections, including in children. Treatment is often started before test results return

because delay can increase the risk of complications.

The antibiotic selected may be different in some circumstances, such as pregnancy, allergy,

medication interactions, or local concerns about treatment response. A clinician will weigh

these factors and the likely type of typhus.

People with mild infection may be treated at home if they can drink fluids, take medicine

reliably, and return for care if they become worse. Rest, fluids, and medicines for fever or

discomfort may also help.

Hospital care may be needed for severe infection, dehydration, breathing problems, confusion,

low blood pressure, or organ complications. Treatment in hospital can include fluids through a

vein, oxygen, monitoring, and support for affected organs.

Complete the prescribed antibiotic course even if you feel better sooner. Contact the treating

service if symptoms are not starting to improve within several days, if fever returns, or if you

cannot keep the medicine down.

Complications

Complications are more likely when treatment is delayed, although severe illness can

occasionally develop despite care.

Typhus can cause inflammation or injury involving:

Very severe infection can cause dangerously low blood pressure, called shock. Epidemic

typhus has historically caused particularly serious outbreaks. Flea-borne and scrub typhus can

also become severe.

Complications do not occur in everyone. Early recognition and appropriate antibiotics greatly

reduce the chance of a serious outcome.

- The brain, leading to confusion, seizures, or reduced alertness

- The lungs, causing pneumonia or breathing difficulty

- The heart muscle

- The liver or kidneys

- Blood vessels and circulation
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- Several organs at the same time

Prevention

There is no vaccine in routine use to prevent typhus. Prevention focuses on avoiding the lice,

fleas, and mites that carry the bacteria.

To reduce body-louse exposure, wash regularly when facilities are available and change into

clean clothing. Clothing and bedding exposed to body lice may need hot washing and high-heat

drying. Public health or pest-control support may be needed during an outbreak.

To lower flea exposure:

In scrub typhus areas, avoid sitting or lying directly in scrub vegetation when practical. Use an

insect repellent registered for use on skin and follow its label. Permethrin-treated clothing and

equipment can provide additional protection, but permethrin products intended for fabric

should not be put directly on skin.

Preventive antibiotics are not a substitute for insect precautions and are not routinely used for

most travellers.

- Use veterinarian-recommended flea control for pets

- Reduce rodent access to homes, food, and rubbish

- Avoid handling sick or dead wild animals with bare hands

- Use an appropriate insect repellent when exposure is possible

Living with it and what to expect

Many people begin to improve after effective antibiotics, although tiredness and weakness

may continue after the fever settles. Recovery time is influenced by the type of typhus, how

severe it became, and whether organs were affected.

Most people treated promptly return to their usual activities. Resume work, exercise, and

travel gradually if you remain tired. Follow-up may include checking symptoms or repeating

blood, liver, or kidney tests when the infection was severe.

After epidemic typhus, Rickettsia prowazekii can rarely remain inactive in the body and cause

another illness years later. This recurrence is called Brill-Zinsser disease and is often milder

than the first episode. It does not mean that every person with epidemic typhus will relapse.

Flea-borne and scrub typhus do not usually become lifelong conditions after successful
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treatment.

Seek follow-up if fever returns, recovery stops progressing, or symptoms such as persistent

shortness of breath, weakness, or confusion continue. These symptoms may need further

assessment rather than simply more time to recover.

When to get medical help

Arrange urgent, same-day medical care if you develop fever with severe headache, rash, or an

eschar after possible exposure to fleas, lice, or mites. This is especially important after travel to

a region where typhus occurs. Do not wait for every typical symptom to appear.

Also seek prompt advice if you have already started treatment but are getting worse, cannot

drink, repeatedly vomit, pass much less urine, or your fever returns.

Call emergency services for:

Routine follow-up is appropriate after treatment if recovery is continuing but fatigue or

reduced stamina remains. Emergency care is not usually needed for mild, steadily improving

tiredness alone.

- New confusion, difficulty waking, or a seizure

- Severe breathing difficulty

- Fainting or signs of very low blood pressure

- Blue, grey, or unusually pale lips or skin

- Rapid worsening with extreme weakness

Common questions

Is typhus the same as typhoid?

No. Typhus is a group of infections spread mainly by lice, fleas, or mites. Typhoid fever is

caused by Salmonella Typhi bacteria and spreads through contaminated food or water. The

names sound similar, but the causes, transmission, tests, and treatment are different.

Can I catch typhus from another person?

Usually not through ordinary contact. Epidemic typhus can spread when infected body lice

move between people or when contaminated louse material enters broken skin. Flea-borne

and scrub typhus are spread through their insect or mite carriers rather than directly between

people.
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Does everyone with typhus get a rash?

No. Some people never develop a rash, and a rash may be difficult to see on darker skin. It may

also appear later in the illness. Diagnosis should consider the full pattern of symptoms and

possible exposure, not rash alone.

Can my dog or cat give me typhus?

Pets do not usually pass typhus bacteria directly to people. However, they can carry infected

fleas into the home. Regular flea control recommended by a veterinarian helps reduce this risk.

Avoid applying household insecticides or products intended for dogs to cats unless the label

clearly says they are safe.

Is typhus curable?

Yes, in most cases appropriate antibiotics clear the infection. Treatment works best when

started early. Severe complications may require hospital care and can lengthen recovery even

after the bacteria have been treated.

Can typhus come back?

Most treated infections do not return. Epidemic typhus can rarely reactivate years later as

Brill-Zinsser disease. A new fever after recovery could also have another cause, so it should be

medically assessed rather than assumed to be a relapse.
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