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Medical microfile

Viruses, Fetuses, and Neonates

The common childhood viral infections such as measles, rubella, and chickenpox are usually mild and free of severe complications  – provided they occur in healthy, normal children whose immune defenses are active. Sometimes even innocuous viral infections can become life‑threatening in highly vulnerable fetuses or newborns. One of the most dangerous of these is the rubella virus. If a mother develops rubella during pregnancy, the virus can cross the placenta and cause abnormal development in the fetus. These intrauterine infections often result in congenital defects such as cardiac disease, cataracts, deafness, abnormal brain development, and even death. Herpesviruses such as chickenpox and cytomegalovirus can also permanently damage or kill a fetus.


Herpes simplex II, the cause of genital herpes in adults, does not usually cross the placenta and infect the fetus, but it can be picked up by the neonate through contact with the mother’s birth canal. The disease it causes varies from a short‑lived skin infection to extreme brain damage. Hepatitis B virus also can be acquired from the mother’s birth canal. The potential risk is so great that pregnant mothers must be carefully monitored and screened for the presence of these viruses.

More information on herpes simplex II may be found at:

http://www.cdc.gov/nchstp/dstd/Fact_Sheets/facts_Genital_Herpes.htm
