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For Your Health

For more information, ask your pharmacist!

This information is provided by Michigan Pharmacists Association and:

The Importance of Vaccines

Why should I or my child be 
vaccinated?

Preventing diseases is key to good health.
Preventing disease is always better than treat-
ing it. Vaccines help prevent infections and
save lives. Vaccines are responsible for the
control of many infections that were once
common in this country, including polio,
measles, diphtheria, pertussis, rubella,
mumps and tetanus. Some believe that vacci-
nations are not needed because the diseases
do not seem to exist anymore. While such ill-
nesses seem to have disappeared, they will
only continue to be controlled if vaccines
continue to be used. Every year, there are a
few cases of diseases that could have been
prevented by a vaccination. If nobody else
got vaccinated, those few cases could have
spread into thousands.

The immune system recognizes germs as
invaders and creates antibodies to fight them.
The cells involved in making antibodies re-
main to fight the germs the next time. This
defense is called immunity. Vaccines contain
the same germs or parts of germs that cause
disease, but the germs used in the vaccines
are either weakened or killed. When they are
given, vaccine germs are not strong enough
to produce the symptoms of the disease but
are strong enough for the immune system to
produce antibodies against them. The cells
that remain prevent re-infection when that
disease attacks again. Through vaccination,
children build up immunity without enduring
the real diseases that vaccines prevent.

Are vaccines safe?
Laws require vaccines to be tested for 10

years or longer by the Food and Drug Admin-
istration (FDA) to make sure they are safe and
work correctly before they can be used. The
FDA and Centers for Disease Control & Pre-
vention (CDC) keep track of vaccines once in
use and work to make the vaccines even
safer. Problems are monitored through the
Vaccine Adverse Event Reporting System
(VAERS). Greater concern is not needed for
most vaccines because they are effective and
cause no or only minor side effects. These
side effects are usually soreness at the injec-
tion site or fever. Serious reactions usually
happen only in people with health problems
or allergies to medications or food. This 
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information needs to be given to your doctor
so that these problems can be avoided. Seri-
ous side effects, usually allergic reactions,
are so rare that it is hard to calculate risk.
While the vaccine may cause some minor re-
actions that follow the vaccination, many are
unrelated events that occur by coincidence. It
is very important to tell the difference be-
tween true side effects and those that happen
by coincidence. One such coincidence in-
volves autism. Vaccines have been blamed for
causing autism in children. Many believe that

This year, the For Your Health feature
will focus on immunizations. Look
forward to specific information on
the most common vaccines and why
it is critical that you and your family
stay up-to-date on your immunizations.
Ask your pharmacist about what 
vaccines you need, even as an adult.

this is caused by thimerosal, a preservative
used in some vaccines that contains mercury.
Many studies have looked at the relationship
between thimerosal and autism. Those studies
found no increase in autism rates in patients
that received vaccines containing thimerosal. 
Vaccines have been shown to be safe and 
effective in preventing widespread disease.
Only through continued and consistent use
may  we prevent some of the devastating 
diseases of the past from occurring again.
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Immunity1                                
Diseases commonly impair a patient’s im-

mune function for a variable amount of time.
This can have numerous consequences, and
in the worst cases can lead to death. After
the first exposure to an antigen, the body be-
gins to create immunity to prevent future ex-
treme symptoms that occur with a second
exposure. There are two different types of im-
munity: passive and active.

Passive immunity occurs when the patient
is directly given antibodies by another source.
An example is when a mother gives antibod-
ies to her newborn child through the placenta.
A major advantage of this immunity is that it is
immediate. On the other hand, passive immu-
nity only lasts a few months, whereas active
immunity lasts for years.

Active immunity occurs when a patient
develops a disease or infection that exposes
the patient to a certain type of antigen. The
body then creates antibodies against the anti-
gen, essentially eliminating it. If the patient is
exposed again to the same antigen, the body
is able to recognize it. A natural immunity to
that particular antigen occurs upon re-expo-
sure, thereby causing the patient to have a
decreased severity of symptoms.

A second method of developing active im-
munity is through vaccines. The vaccine
tricks the immune system into thinking that
the patient has been exposed to the disease,
resulting in the creation of antibodies. If the
patient is exposed to the same antigen in the
future, the immune system will activate more
quickly and efficiently to exterminate the
antigen from the body.

Vaccine Cycle2

Whether it is polio or seasonal influenza,
vaccines play an important role in providing
active immunity toward a specific disease. The
progression of coordinated vaccination efforts
shows how a disease can become prevalent
again. First, there is concern about a specific
disease, causing the rate of the population re-
ceiving vaccinations to steadily increase. As
immunizations increase across a population,
instances of adverse effects of the vaccine are
reported, which causes concern in the re-
maining patients. Anxiety about the safety of
the vaccine then begins to outweigh concerns
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about the consequences of the targeted
pathogen. This causes the number of vaccina-
tions to rapidly decline, leading to a second
outbreak, and a repeat of this process. Phar-
macists possess the ability to influence this
cycle. An important way to do this is by edu-
cating patients and the public about the safety
and importance of vaccines through direct
contact, giving community presentations or
utilizing available media such as print, Inter-
net, television, etc.

Misconceptions3

Misconceptions about vaccines are preva-
lent throughout the world. It is a pharmacist’s
duty to reassure patients by clarifying these
misconceptions, which will keep vaccine-pre-
ventable diseases low. A few examples of
these preventable diseases include influenza,
pneumococcal infections, Hepatitis B and
Herpes Zoster. 

A common misunderstanding about vac-
cines is that they will cause many adverse ef-
fects or even death, thus being worse than the
disease itself. Adverse events from vaccines
are reported through the Vaccine Adverse Ef-
fects Reporting System, also known as VAERS.
Pharmacists should educate patients about
these adverse effects, made public through the
Vaccine Information System (VIS). For exam-
ple, pharmacists can inform patients that
death by the disease state of diphtheria occurs
in one in every 20 people, while death associ-
ated with the DTaP vaccine has not been
demonstrated. It is also important to educate
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patients that adverse events due to vaccines
are real; however, these events are typically
very mild in comparison to the disease itself.

Another common misconception is that
deadly diseases rarely seen in the United
States no longer warrant vaccination. There-
fore, patients believe that children no longer
need that particular vaccination. Pharmacists
need to stress that if vaccinations are discon-
tinued, the disease may re-emerge, as has
been seen with recent outbreaks of measles
and mumps.

Pharmacists have a vast amount of knowl-
edge about prescription medications, includ-
ing vaccines. Educating the public about these
misconceptions and having educational mate-
rials available to patients will help calm their
fears and allow these diseases to be eradi-
cated through the use of vaccines.
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