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Introduction
Whooping cough, also known as pertussis, is a highly contagious respiratory tract infection caused by the bacterium Bordetella pertussis. The disease is transmitted through droplets when an infected person coughs or sneezes, and affects people of all ages, but can be particularly dangerous for young babies. Sharp coughing spells mark the disease, followed by a “whoop” sound as the person gasps for breath (World Health Organisation, 2023). Common early symptoms can often resemble a cold and may not be recognised initially. However, the illness can rapidly cause serious complications in infants, including pneumonia, seizures, brain damage and death. Worldwide, there are about 24.1 million cases of whooping cough and approximately 160,700 deaths in children under five years old every year (National Foundation for Infectious Diseases, n.d.). In the UK, newly available data shows an apparent resurgence of the disease, with nearly 15,000 confirmed cases in 2024 after several years of low numbers (UK Health Security Agency, 2024).

Consequences of Whooping Cough for the Community

Whooping cough can have a significant impact on the community because it spreads so easily. If one person catches it, especially in a school, nursery or household, others are very likely to see it too. This is a problem in places where people are in close contact every day (NHS, 2024).
Young babies are most at risk. They can become seriously ill very quickly and often need hospital treatment. This can be very stressful for parents and families, who may have to take time off work to look after their child or stay in hospital with them (UKHSA, 2024).
Older children and adults can also be affected. Even though their symptoms are usually milder, the coughing can last for several weeks. This can stop them from going to school, college or work. Prolonged coughing fits can disturb sleep, affect concentration and reduce a person’s quality of life (CDC, 2023).
Community outbreaks can also cause fear and worry, especially for families with new babies. Some people may avoid social events or public places to protect vulnerable relatives. This can influence daily life and community activity.

Consequences for the NHS

Whooping cough outbreaks put extra pressure on the NHS. People who think they may have the illness often visit their GP for tests and treatment. Young babies with symptoms are usually sent to the hospital straight away because they can become seriously ill very quickly (NHS, 2024).
During an outbreak, hospitals may see more babies needing care, including emergency support such as oxygen or close monitoring. This increases the workload for nurses, doctors and hospital staff.
The NHS also must manage vaccination programmes. When cases rise, health services must remind pregnant women to get their whooping cough vaccine and ensure babies receive their vaccines on time. This means more appointments, follow-up reminders and staff time spent on vaccination clinics (PHE/UKHSA, 2024).
Public health teams must track cases, monitor the spread of the illness and provide advice to families, schools and workplaces. All of this adds to the overall pressure on NHS services during an outbreak.

How Whooping Cough Is Controlled

Whooping cough is mainly controlled through vaccination. In the UK, as part of routine childhood vaccinations, babies receive multiple doses of the whooping cough vaccine, which strengthens their protection as they grow (UKHSA, 2024). Pregnant women are also offered the vaccine, which protects their baby in the first weeks of life before the baby is old enough to be vaccinated. This has been shown to save lives and reduce the risk of serious illness in newborns (PHE/UKHSA, 2024).
If someone gets whooping cough, doctors may prescribe antibiotics, which are most effective when given early. While they do not always stop coughing immediately, they reduce the infectiousness of the person and help prevent the disease from spreading to others (CDC, 2023).
Those who develop whooping coughs are advised to stay at home and avoid school or work until they are no longer infectious. Good hygiene, covering coughs, and washing hands also help limit transmission. Public health services track cases and alert communities when rates increase, and they may contact close family members or friends to provide additional advice or treatment if necessary.

Factors Influencing Health and Well-Being
Several factors influence how whooping cough affects individuals and communities.

Vaccination rates: When fewer people are vaccinated, the disease spreads more easily. Some parents may be hesitant about vaccines or miss appointments, leaving gaps in community protection, especially for babies who rely on their mother’s vaccination for early immunity (WHO, 2023).

Access to healthcare: People who struggle to access GP services or who do not recognise symptoms may receive treatment later. This increases both the risk of serious illness and the likelihood of spreading the infection.

Age and health: Babies, older adults and people with other health conditions tend to experience more severe symptoms, which may require hospital care and can impact long-term health.

Family and social impact: A person with whooping cough may be unwell for many weeks. This can affect sleep, energy and mental well-being. Parents may need to take time off work, causing financial stress, and families may experience anxiety during long illnesses or hospital stays.

Community awareness: Knowledge about how whooping cough spreads and how it can be prevented helps protect vulnerable people. A lack of understanding can lead to higher case numbers and delayed treatment.


Conclusion

Whooping cough is a severe infection that can affect people of all ages, but it is hazardous for young babies. Despite the availability of vaccines, the illness continues to spread in the community and has recently increased in the UK. This puts pressure on families, schools and health services and highlights the need for strong vaccination programmes and public awareness.
The main ways to control whooping cough include routine childhood vaccines, vaccination during pregnancy, early diagnosis and good hygiene practices to reduce spread. Factors such as access to healthcare, vaccination uptake and general knowledge about the illness all influence how the disease affects individuals and communities.
Overall, whooping cough remains a public health concern, but with proper vaccination, timely treatment and strong community awareness, its impact can be significantly reduced.
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