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DESCRIPTION
Encephalitis, a serious neurological condition, refers to the 
inflammation of the brain, often resulting from infections, 
autoimmune responses or other unknown causes. This 
condition can lead to a variety of symptoms, ranging from mild 
flu-like signs to severe neurological impairments, including 
confusion, seizures and loss of consciousness. The causes of 
encephalitis are diverse, encompassing the viral infections like 
herpes simplex virus, arboviruses transmitted by mosquitoes and 
autoimmune diseases where the body’s immune system 
mistakenly attacks healthy brain tissue. Understanding the 
underlying causes, symptoms and treatment options is essential 
for managing and mitigating the impact of this complex and 
challenging condition.

Causes and types of viral encephalitis

Several viruses are known to cause encephalitis. These can be 
broadly categorized into two groups: primary and secondary 
encephalitis.

Herpes Simplex Virus (HSV): HSV-1 is the most common cause 
of severe viral encephalitis in adults, while HSV-2 can cause 
encephalitis in newborns.

Varicella-Zoster Virus (VZV): This virus causes chickenpox and 
shingles and can lead to encephalitis, especially in 
immunocompromised individuals.

Enteroviruses: These include poliovirus, coxsackievirus and 
echovirus. Though rare, they can cause encephalitis.

Arboviruses: Transmitted by arthropods like mosquitoes and 
ticks, examples include West Nile virus, Japanese encephalitis 
virus and tick-borne encephalitis virus.

Rabies virus: Though rare, rabies can cause fatal encephalitis if 
not treated promptly after exposure.

Transmission

The transmission of viruses causing encephalitis varies 
depending on the specific virus:

Herpes simplex virus: Spread through contact with infected 
bodily fluids.

Varicella-Zoster virus: Transmitted through respiratory droplets 
or direct contact with lesions.

Enteroviruses: Spread via fecal-oral route, respiratory secretions, 
or contact with contaminated surfaces.

Arboviruses: Transmitted through the bites of infected 
mosquitoes or ticks.

Rabies virus: Transmitted through the saliva of infected animals, 
usually via bites.

Symptoms

The symptoms of viral encephalitis can range from mild to 
severe and may include:

Mild symptoms: Fever, Headache, Fatigue, Muscle or joint aches

Severe symptoms: High fever, Severe headache, Nausea and 
vomiting, Sensitivity to light (photophobia), Stiff neck, 
Confusion, hallucinations or seizures, Weakness or paralysis, 
Loss of consciousness

Diagnosis

Diagnosing encephalitis involves a combination 
of clinical assessment, imaging studies and laboratory tests:

Clinical examination: Neurological examination to 
assess symptoms and signs of brain inflammation.

Lumbar puncture (Spinal Tap): Analysis of 
Cerebrospinal Fluid (CSF) to identify inflammation and detect 
viral presence.

Electroencephalogram (EEG): To detect abnormal brain activity.

Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR): A molecular technique 
to identify viral DNA or RNA in CSF or blood.

Treatment

The treatment of viral encephalitis depends on 
the underlying virus and the severity of the symptoms:
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CONCLUSION
Viral encephalitis can have a significant socio-economic impact. 
The disease burden includes direct medical costs, long-term care 
expenses, loss of productivity and the emotional and financial 
strain on families. Severe cases may require prolonged 
hospitalization and rehabilitation, leading to substantial 
healthcare costs. Additionally, outbreaks of arboviral 
encephalitis can affect tourism and agriculture, further 
impacting economies. Viral encephalitis remains a critical public 
health concern due to its potential for severe neurological 
damage and mortality. Continued study vaccination 
programs and public health measures are important to reducing 
the incidence and impact of this debilitating condition. 
By understanding the causes, symptoms and treatment options 
for viral encephalitis, it can better protect individuals 
and communities from this serious disease.
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Acyclovir: Effective against HSV and VZV.

Ribavirin: Used for some types of viral encephalitis but its 
effectiveness varies.

Supportive care: Includes hospitalization, fluids, anti-
inflammatory drugs, anticonvulsants for seizures and pain 
management.

Corticosteroids: May be used to reduce brain inflammation in 
certain cases.

Prevention

Preventive measures for viral encephalitis focus on reducing the 
risk of infection and controlling vectors:

Vaccination: Effective vaccines are available for some viruses, 
such as Japanese encephalitis, measles, mumps, rubella and 
rabies.

Vector control: Reducing mosquito and tick populations 
through insect repellents, protective clothing and environmental 
control.
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