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Title:
Whooping Cough (Pertussis): Impact, Control and Public Health Implications in the UK

1. Introduction:
Whooping cough, also known as pertussis, is a highly contagious bacterial infection that affects the respiratory system. It is caused by the Bordetella pertussis bacterium, which produces toxins that damage the cilia of the airways, leading to severe coughing fits (NHS, 2024). The disease typically begins with mild cold-like symptoms, followed by intense bouts of coughing that may end with a characteristic ‘whoop’ sound when inhaling (NHS, 2024). In some cases, vomiting and exhaustion follow these episodes.
Globally, pertussis remains a significant public health issue, with the World Health Organization (WHO) reporting millions of cases annually, mostly among unvaccinated infants (WHO, 2023). In the United Kingdom, whooping cough incidence fluctuates over time, with recent increases linked to reduced vaccine uptake and waning immunity (UKHSA, 2024). While vaccination has dramatically reduced mortality, periodic outbreaks still occur, highlighting the need for continuous monitoring and education to sustain protection levels.

2. Consequences for the Community and the NHS:
Whooping cough has serious consequences for both individuals and the wider health system. Infants younger than three months are particularly vulnerable because they are too young to have completed the full vaccination course. Severe cases can lead to pneumonia, seizures, and even death (WHO, 2023). The burden on families can be significant, especially when hospitalisation or long-term complications occur.
For the NHS, outbreaks increase pressure on primary care, maternity, and paediatric services. According to UK Health Security Agency (UKHSA, 2024), a resurgence of pertussis cases demands intensified public health responses, including contact tracing and immunisation campaigns. These outbreaks can strain healthcare budgets and divert resources from other essential services.
Health inequalities also influence disease outcomes. The Marmot Review emphasises that disadvantaged communities often experience lower vaccination rates and limited access to health information (Marmot, 2020). Data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2023) support this, showing a correlation between socio-economic deprivation and reduced immunisation uptake. This demonstrates that tackling pertussis requires not only medical intervention but also social and educational strategies to improve equity and awareness.



3. Control and Prevention of the Disease:
Vaccination remains the most effective strategy for controlling whooping cough. The UK national immunisation schedule recommends a series of pertussis-containing vaccines given in infancy, followed by boosters during childhood (UKHSA, 2025). The Green Book provides comprehensive national guidance on vaccine administration, timing, and catch-up campaigns for those who missed doses (UKHSA, 2025).
The NHS also recommends vaccination during pregnancy, typically between weeks 16 and 32, to pass protective antibodies to the unborn baby (NHS, 2024). This policy has significantly reduced infant mortality from pertussis (Public Health England, 2020). According to NICE (2018), targeted communication and community engagement are key to increasing vaccine uptake among groups with lower participation rates.
Despite the success of the vaccination programme, studies show that immunity decreases over time. Research published in The Lancet Infectious Diseases (2022) found that vaccine-induced protection tends to wane within four to twelve years after the last dose. This explains why booster doses and awareness campaigns are crucial for maintaining community immunity.
In addition to vaccination, NHS guidance advises the use of antibiotics in confirmed cases to limit transmission (NHS, 2024). However, prevention through immunisation remains far more effective and cost-efficient than treatment after infection.

4. Factors Influencing Health and Wellbeing:
Several factors influence how whooping cough affects individuals and communities. Socioeconomic conditions play a central role - lower- income households may face barriers such as limited access to healthcare, lack of awareness about vaccination schedules, and competing daily priorities that hinder clinic attendance (Marmot et al., 2010; ONS, 2023).
Education and health literacy are also significant. As Ewles and Simnett (2019) explain, public health outcomes improve when people understand disease prevention and are empowered to make informed choices. Effective health communication campaigns therefore need to be inclusive, culturally sensitive, and accessible. NICE (2018) stresses the importance of tailoring information to local communities, especially those where vaccine confidence is low.
Another factor is misinformation on social media, which contributes to vaccine hesitancy. Public Health England (2020) and UKHSA (2024) both emphasise the need for credible public information to counter myths and provide clear guidance on vaccine safety. Community-based approaches, such as engaging local health visitors, GPs, and schools, can help to rebuild trust and increase participation. Finally, emotional wellbeing can be impacted, particularly for parents of affected infants. Fear, guilt, and anxiety are common,highlighting the importance of providing emotional support and accurate health information through the NHS and local health services
.5. Conclusion:
In conclusion, whooping cough remains a preventable but persistent public health challenge in the United Kingdom. Despite widespread vaccination coverage, outbreaks continue due to waning immunity and variations in vaccine uptake across social groups. Continued public health education, targeted outreach, and maintaining strong immunisation programmes are essential for disease control (NHS, 2024; Marmot, 2020).
The NHS, together with agencies such as UKHSA and NICE, plays a crucial role in sustaining community protection through evidence-based vaccination policies, maternal immunisation, and inclusive health communication. Addressing the broader determinants of health — including inequality, education, and access — will ensure that everyone has equal opportunity to benefit from disease prevention efforts.
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