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Common Vaccine Questions 

• Why are vaccines given at such a young age? 

Young children have the highest risk of getting sick or dying from vaccine preventable diseases.  While it’s true that babies get antibodies 

to some diseases from their mothers, this immunity only lasts for the first few months.  Also, most babies do not receive protective 

maternal antibodies that protect against most vaccine preventable diseases, such as diphtheria, whooping cough, polio, tetanus, hepatitis 

B and Hib.  Therefore, it’s important to vaccinate a child before they are exposed to a deadly, yet preventable disease. 

• Do multiple vaccines overwhelm or weaken a child’s immune system? 

From the moment a baby is born, they are exposed to thousands of bacteria and viruses in the environment.  Babies place their hands or 

other objects in their mouths hundreds of times every hour, exposing the immune system to huge numbers of germs. Even eating 

introduces new bacteria into the body.  However, their immune system is up to the task of responding to every threat.  Each bacteria or 

virus is made up of antigens (germs) that stimulate the immune system to react.  When a child has an illness, like “strep throat,” he/she is 

exposed to about 25 to 50 antigens.   

Vaccines also contain antigens, which in this case are weakened or killed versions of the bacteria or virus that cause a disease.  Each 

vaccine in the childhood immunization schedule has between 1 and 69 antigens.  A child who receives all of the recommended vaccines in 

the 2014 childhood immunization schedule is exposed to only 315 antigens through vaccination by the age of 2.  A report from the 

Institute of Medicine, Adverse Events Associated with Childhood Vaccines, states: “… it seems unlikely that the number of separate 

antigens contained in childhood vaccines …would represent an appreciable added burden on the immune system that would be 

immunosuppressive.”   

The body’s immune system has an amazing ability to simultaneously respond to thousands of antigens from the moment a baby is born.  

It has been estimated in scientific studies that every infant has the capacity to respond to about 10,000 vaccines at the same time!    

• Children are exposed to more vaccines today than in the past.  Is this safe? 

Due to scientific advances, parents can take comfort in knowing that effective vaccines are now being produced with fewer antigens than 

in the past.  Despite receiving more shots, and therefore protection from more diseases, children today are actually exposed to less 

antigens from vaccines than previous generations. 

• Should vaccines be staggered or split up? 

Since the goal of vaccination is to prevent disease, children should be given their immunizations as quickly as possible.  This will protect 

them during the vulnerable early months of their lives.  Numerous studies have been done to analyze the effects of giving various 

combinations of vaccines and have shown that receiving multiple vaccines at the same time does not cause chronic health problems.  

Prior to being licensed, every vaccine is required to be tested for safety and efficacy, not just on its own, but also in combination with the 

other immunizations that are already recommended at that age.  Therefore, they are shown to be as safe and effective in combination as 
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they are individually.  Based on this information, both the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices and the American Academy of 

Pediatrics recommend receiving all routine vaccines according to the published schedule and not on a staggered basis. 

There are other practical advantages as well, such as fewer office visits, which can save parents time and money and can also be less 

traumatic for the child.  In addition, our office uses combination vaccines whenever possible to limit the number of shots your child will 

receive. 

• Are there dangerous preservatives in vaccines? 

Vaccines contain very small amounts of other ingredients, all of which play necessary roles in making the safe and effective. 

Type of Ingredient Examples Purpose 

Adjuvants Aluminum salts To help stimulate the body’s response to the antigen 

Stabilizers Sugars, gelatin To keep the vaccine stable during transport and storage 

Residual cell culture materials Egg protein Used to grow the vaccine 

Residual inactivated ingredients Formaldehyde Used to kill viruses or inactive toxins during manufacturing 

Residual antibiotics Neomycin Use to prevent bacterial contamination during manufacturing 

Preservatives 
Thimerosal (only used in multi-
dose vials of flu vaccine) * 

To prevent contamination 

* Rockford Pediatrics only uses preservative-free Flu vaccines 

• What are the side effects of vaccines? 

Like any medication, vaccines can cause side effects.  The most common side effects are mild, such as pain or swelling at the injection site 

or low-grade fevers.  Serious side effects, such as severe allergic reaction or seizures, are very rare.  On the other hand, many vaccine-

preventable disease symptoms can be serious and even deadly.  Although many of these diseases are rare in the U.S., they still occur 

around the world and with the rise of international travel, unvaccinated children remain at risk. 

• Do certain immunizations like MMR cause autism? 

Some people have raised concerns that autism is linked to the vaccines children receive, but multiple studies have shown that there is no 

link between receiving vaccines and developing an autism spectrum disorder (ASD).  One vaccine ingredient that has been studied 

specifically is thimerosal.  Research shows that thimerosal does not cause ASD.  Since 2003, there have been nine studies that have found 

no link between thimerosal-containing vaccines and ASD, as well as no link between the MMR vaccine and autism in children.  Between 

1999 and 2001, thimerosal was removed or reduced to trace amounts in all childhood vaccines except for some flu vaccines.  Removing 

thimerosal was part of a broader national effort to reduce all types of mercury exposure in children, despite the studies were conducted 

that determined that thimerosal was not harmful.  It was done as a precaution.  Currently, the only childhood vaccines that contain 

thimerosal are flu vaccines packaged in multi-dose vials.  Once again, Rockford Pediatrics uses only preservative free flu vaccines. 

  


