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Rabies is one of the oldest diseases known to humans, and is a serious 

public threat in many countries in South-East Asia. There is still no 

treatment available once a patient develops the symptoms of rabies. 

These FAQs are an attempt to provide accepted and evidence-based 

answers to common questions about the disease.

If a person is bitten by an animal:   

 Wounds should be washed and flushed immediately with soap and 

water for 10–15 minutes. If soap is not available, flush with water 

alone. This is the most effective first-aid treatment against 

rabies.

 Wounds should be cleaned thoroughly with 70% alcohol/ethanol or 

povidone-iodine, if available. 

 As soon as possible, take the person to a health-care facility for 

further treatment.

To download this booklet and other FAQs about infectious diseases, 

please visit: 

http://www.searo.who.int/about/administration_structure/cds/en/ 

index.html
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FAQs

Section 1: For the general public 2
Q  1: What is rabies? 2

Q  2: How is rabies transmitted? 2

Q  3: How does one treat an animal bite? 4

Q  4: What should not be done with an animal bite wound? 4

Q  5: How does rabies develop in humans? 5

Q  6: What are the factors that influence development  
of rabies? 5

Q  7: How long does it take for dogs and cats to develop  
rabies, and how long does a rabid animal survive? 5

Q  8: What are the clinical features of rabies in dogs? 6

Q  9: What are the signs and symptoms of rabies  
in humans? 6

Q  10: Is there any specific treatment for a rabies patient? 7

Q  11: Is rabies always fatal?  8

Q  12: Is simply observing the biting dog or cat for 10 days 
without starting treatment justified? 8

Q  13: Under what conditions do we have to take anti-rabies 
vaccination after being bitten?  8

Q  14: Do you have to take vaccination against rabies if a 
vaccinated dog bites you?  9

Q  15: If I am bitten by a rat do I require post-exposure 
prophylaxis (PEP)? 10

Q  16: What should be done if I am bitten by a bat? 10

Q  17: Is PEP necessary if milk or milk products  
from an infected animal are consumed? 10

Q  18: Can consumption of meat from an infected animal  
transmit rabies? 10

Q  19: Is there a single-dose human rabies vaccine which will 
provide life-long immunity? 11

Q  20: Is it possible to develop rabies from the vaccination? 11

Q  21: What can be done for rabies prevention and control? 11

Q  22: What is the rabies vaccination schedule for pet dogs? 12
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Section 2: For health providers 12
Q  1: How does one treat an animal bite? 12

Q  2: What should not be done with an animal bite wound? 13

Q  3: What are the indications for post-exposure rabies 
prophylaxis (PEP)? 14

Q  4: How should anti-rabies vaccines be stored to maintain 
safety and potency before administration?  15

Q  5: Can the rabies vaccine and immuno-globulin be given  
to a pregnant woman or a lactating mother? 15

Q  6: What type of rabies vaccines are used in rabies-endemic 
countries of the South-East Asia Region? 15

Q  7: What are the comparative advantages of using  
the modern rabies vaccines? 16

Q  8: What are the rabies vaccines recommended by WHO? 16

Q  9: What is the standard vaccination schedule for rabies 
prophylaxis? 17

Q  10: Are there any shorter intradermal (ID) PEP regimens?  20

Q  11: What are the important points to be considered while 
administering modern rabies vaccines?  20

Q  12: Do we need to consider specific vaccine potency for  
ID vaccination? 21

Q  13: How does ID rabies vaccination work when the dose is  
so small? Does it fully protect against rabies exposure? 21

Q  14: What is rabies immunoglobulin (RIG) and  
how it is used? 22

Q  15: Is it necessary to perform a skin sensitivity test  
while using ERIG? 23

Q  16: What precautions should be taken while administering 
RIGs? 24

Q  17: Is it necessary to perform an antibody test  
on the patient following anti-rabies vaccination? 25

Q  18: Are there any adverse effects of rabies vaccination? 26

Q  19: Are there any contraindicated drugs or dietary  
restrictions during anti-rabies vaccination? 26

Q  20: If one rabies vaccine has been used for PEP and it is 
not available for the last two doses, is it possible to 
interchange rabies vaccine or vaccination route  
(IM versus ID)? 27

Q  21: Is there any possibility of failure after PEP? 27

Q  22: If a previously immunized person is bitten by a  
rabid dog again, what is the re-exposure vaccination 
schedule? 28
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Rabies is one of the oldest diseases known to mankind. 
There is still no treatment available once a patient develops 
the symptoms of rabies. There has been confusion among 
the general public because of historical fears and the painful 
injections of anti-rabies vaccination (nerve tissue vaccine 
administered over the abdomen) given in the past. 

These FAQs are an attempt to provide accepted and 
evidence-based answers to common questions about the 
disease. Although efforts have been made to include all 
possible situations, the reader is advised that these FAQs 
are by no means exhaustive and they may need to consult 
an infectious disease/rabies expert in situations where their 
doubts are not addressed.

These FAQs are presented in two sections. The first section 
provides information for the general public. The second 
section gives advice to health providers on dealing with 
wounds from potentially rabid animals, and the administration 
of anti-rabies vaccines.

Section 1: For the general public

q  1: What is rabies?

Rabies is a disease transmitted from animals to 
humans, which is caused by a virus. There are 
two clinical manifestations of rabies – frantic and 
paralytic. Frantic rabies is most common form of 
human rabies.

q  2: How is rabies transmitted?

The rabies virus invades the nervous system of 
mammals. It is primarily transmitted from the rabid 
animal’s saliva when it bites or scratches someone. 
Licks to wounds or grazed and broken skin, or to 
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