
Vaccinia – Small Pox 

Definition:  Smallpox is a serious, contagious, and sometimes fatal infectious disease. 
There is no specific treatment for smallpox disease, and the only prevention is 
vaccination. Smallpox is caused by the variola virus that emerged in human populations 
thousands of years ago. Except for laboratory stockpiles, the variola virus has been 
eliminated. 

Transmission: Generally, direct and fairly prolonged face-to-face contact is required to 
spread smallpox from one person to another. Smallpox also can be spread through 
direct contact with infected bodily fluids or contaminated objects such as bedding or 
clothing 

Symptoms: The first symptoms of smallpox include fever, malaise, head and body 
aches, and sometimes vomiting. The fever is usually high, in the range of 101 to 104 
degrees Fahrenheit.   

A rash emerges first as small red spots on the tongue and in the mouth. These spots 
develop into sores that break open and spread large amounts of the virus into the 
mouth and throat. At this time, the person becomes most contagious. 

Around the time the sores in the mouth break down, a rash appears on the skin, starting 
on the face and spreading to the arms and legs and then to the hands and feet. Usually 
the rash spreads to all parts of the body within 24 hours. As the rash appears, the fever 
usually falls and the person may start to feel better. By the third day of the rash, the 
rash becomes raised bumps. By the fourth day, the bumps fill with a thick, opaque fluid 
and often have a depression in the center that looks like a bellybutton. (This is a major 
distinguishing characteristic of smallpox.) 

 

Precautions and PPE considerations:  Gloves and avoiding the patient’s bodily fluids 
and sputum.   

Treatments:  There is no specific treatment for smallpox disease, and the only 
prevention is vaccination. 

Work Guidelines:  Assessment by the Infection Control Physician if an exposure is 
suspected. 
 
 


