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Hand, Foot, and Mouth Disease (HFMD)  Fact Sheet     
 

Cause Hand, foot and mouth disease (HFMD) is a common illness of infants and children. 
Viruses from the group called enteroviruses cause HFMD.  The most common 
cause is coxsackievirus A16; sometimes, HFMD is caused by enterovirus 71 or 
other enteroviruses.  The enterovirus group includes polioviruses, 
coxsackieviruses, echoviruses and other enteroviruses.  The illness occurs most 
often in the summer and fall months. 

Symptoms It is characherized by fever, sores in the mouth, and a rash with blisters.  HFMD 
begins with a mild fever, poor appetite, malaise ("feeling sick"), and frequently a 
sore throat.  1 or 2 days after the fever begins, painful sores develop in the mouth.  
They begin as small red spots that blister and then often become ulcers.  They are 
usually located on the tongue, gums, and inside of the cheeks.  The skin rash 
develops over 1 to 2 days with flat or raised red spots, some with blisters.  The 
rash does not itch, and it is usually located on the palms of the hands and soles of 
the feet.  It may also appear on the buttocks.  A person with HFMD may have only 
the rash or the mouth ulcers. 

Spread HFMD is moderately contagious.  Infection is spread from person to person by 

direct contact with nose and throat discharges, saliva, fluid from blisters, or the 
stool of infected persons.  A person is most contagious during the first week of the 
illness.  HFMD is not transmitted to or from pets or other animals. 
 

Incubation Period Usually 3 – 5 days. 
 
Period of   The virus may be excreted before symptoms appear, during illness, and for   
Communicability several weeks after symptoms have resolved.  
 
Treatment None 
 
Prevention/Control  

1. Wash hands thoroughly with soap and running water after using the toilet, 
changing diapers, and before preparing or eating food.  Thorough hand 
washing is the best way to prevent spread of infectious diseases found in the 
intestinal tract.  Help children to wash hands as well. 

 
2. Clean and disinfect* contaminated areas (toilets, diapering areas, faucets) daily 

or when soiled.  Sanitize** toys as needed and at least daily.  Use a 
dishwasher to disinfect dishes or small toys. 

 
3. Dispose of tissues and diapers properly. 
 

Exclusion The person may return to activities when the fever is gone and the person is well 
enough to participate (sores may still be present). 

 
* To disinfect clean, non-food contact surfaces:  use a solution of household 
bleach and water – 8 teaspoons bleach in a gallon of water.  To make a smaller 
amount in a spray bottle, use 2 teaspoons bleach in a quart of water.  Prepare 
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solution fresh daily as it quickly loses its ability to kill germs.  Saturate area with 
solution.  Air dry.  Do NOT rinse. 
 
**To sanitize mouthed toys or eating utensils: boil, use a dishwasher, or soak 
clean items for 2 minutes in a weak bleach solution – 3 teaspoons bleach 
added to 1 gallon water (or a scant teaspoon in a quart).  Air dry.  Do NOT 
rinse.  This solution can also be used to disinfect clean kitchen surfaces. 
 

 

What are the risks to pregnant women exposed to children with HFMD? 
 
Because enteroviruses, including those causing HFMD, are very common, pregnant women are 
frequently exposed to them, especially during summer and fall months.  As for any other adults, the risk 
of infection is higher for pregnant women who do not have antibodies from earlier exposures to these 
viruses, and who are exposed to young children - the primary spreaders of enteroviruses. 

Most enterovirus infections during pregnancy cause mild or no illness in the mother.  Although the 
available information is limited, currently there is no clear evidence that maternal enteroviral infection 
causes adverse outcomes of pregnancy such as abortion, stillbirth, or congenital defects.  However, 
mothers infected shortly before delivery may pass the virus to the newborn.  Babies born to mothers who 
have symptoms of enteroviral illness around the time of delivery are more likely to be infected.  Most 
newborns infected with an enterovirus have mild illness, but, in rare cases, they may develop an 
overwhelming infection of many organs, including liver and heart, and die from the infection.  The risk of 
this severe illness in newborns is higher during the first two weeks of life. 


