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C h a p t e r  1

Introduction

My experience in government is that when things are non-controversial
and beautifully coordinated, there is not much going on. 

—John Fitzgerald Kennedy

This is a historic time for childhood vaccines. Nowadays, a par-
ent is more likely to know someone who had a vaccine side effect than some-
one who had one of the old vaccine-preventable diseases (such as tetanus or
diphtheria). Because of the success of vaccines, American parents and health-
care providers have less experience than ever before with infectious diseases
such as polio and measles. At the same time, more vaccines are universally
recommended, and new vaccines are being introduced for diseases that many
people had previously considered a normal part of life, like influenza and
chickenpox. News stories about vaccine safety appear one after another.
Consider the summer of 1999, when all of these stories hit the press:

:: The CDC and the American Academy of Pediatrics, which had
previously recommended rotavirus vaccine to prevent diarrhea in
infants, postponed further use of the vaccine when data showed
that the vaccine might cause bowel obstruction.

:: After questions were raised about the safety of thimerosal (a
mercury-containing preservative used in many vaccines), pharma-
ceutical companies began complying quickly with governmental

Knowledge is power.

—Francis Bacon
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and medical calls to eliminate the mercury, but the preservative-
free vaccines cost significantly more.

:: With the long-anticipated global eradication of polio close at
hand, the U.S. returned to primary reliance on the injectable
polio vaccine. Why? Because the vaccine given by mouth, which
had been used since the mid-1960s, caused 8 to 10 cases of para-
lytic disease each year.

:: Congressional hearings were held because of allegations that 
hepatitis B vaccine was too unsafe to be included in the routine 
childhood immunization schedule.

:: The Department of Defense ordered active military forces and
reservists to accept the anthrax vaccine because of bioterrorist
threats, but some individuals chose court martial over compli-
ance because they feared complications from the vaccine.

These factors have combined to fuel a growing sense of confusion, con-
cern, and frustration among parents. Will these controversies increase the
proportion of American children who do not receive vaccines? Will states
relax their school entry laws? Will infectious diseases return to devastate
our children? Will we realize that our fears were unfounded? When the
same immunizations that have saved so many lives are being blamed for
everything from autism to multiple sclerosis, from asthma to sudden infant
death syndrome, parents aren’t sure where to turn for answers, or even
what questions to ask.

TO VACCINATE OR NOT TO VACCINATE?

That is not the question! All too often parents ask, “Are you for or
against vaccination?” as if all vaccines were created equally and as if all
infectious diseases were similar. As you read the chapters about individual
diseases, you will see some similarities, but you will learn about the impor-
tant details that distinguish the diseases from each other and the particulars
that differentiate the vaccines. 
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And you will see that the information provided is useful. For example,
after reading this book you may feel it is important to do the following:

:: Know if your child has a medical reason not to receive a vaccine.

:: Know the most common side effects of the vaccines your child is
given and be prepared to treat them.

:: Be aware of and alert to rare vaccine side effects.

:: If you are pregnant, be sure that your obstetrician checks your
blood for hepatitis B infection at the end of pregnancy and, if the
test is positive, that your newborn receives hepatitis B vaccine
and hepatitis B immune globulin within twelve hours after birth.

:: Be sure that the medical practice your child goes to uses the
newer, “acellular” pertussis vaccine.

:: Be sure that the physician checks your teenager’s blood for chick-
enpox immunity and, if the test is negative, gives the chickenpox
vaccine.

NOT THE LAST WORD

This book contains the most recent data available, as of Spring 2003,
on each of the vaccines and on vaccine-preventable diseases, but no book
could contain all the information you need. We do not intend this to be the
last word on immunization. Rather, our intention is simply to prepare you
for initiating a conversation about immunization with your child’s health-
care provider. Ultimately, we believe there is no good substitute for a trust-
worthy healthcare provider with whom you can openly discuss your
vaccine questions. 

Although most parents feel comfortable with their children’s physicians,
they are reluctant to ask questions or enter into a discussion. This is unfor-
tunate because children receive the best healthcare when parents and physi-
cians work in partnership. To be in a partnership, you have to be a partner.
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PERMISSION GRANTED

Studies on doctor-patient communication done by a prominent health
education research team at Louisiana State University confirmed what might
seem like common sense to a parent. The team found that parents wanted
information on vaccine risks and benefits and that they would not reflexively
reject vaccines after these factors were explained. In focus groups, parents
expressed the desire to have materials to read in advance of office visits
because the visit itself was too hectic a time to start thinking about vaccine
issues. 

The research team created a colorful poster that suggested some questions
parents should ask and hung the poster in pediatric exam rooms. Preliminary
studies showed that the poster did make a difference: parents were more
likely to ask questions about vaccine safety after reading the poster and were
more satisfied with the visit. Further research on the effectiveness of this
approach is being pursued. 

Of course, what the poster really did was to remind parents of their
questions and, probably more importantly, to give parents permission or
encouragement to ask their vaccine questions.

YOUR RIGHT TO KNOW

Actually, in 1986 the federal government gave all parents—poster or
not—the right to know what benefits and risks their children face with each
vaccine. Your healthcare provider is required by federal law to provide you
with this information, even if you don’t ask for it. According to the National
Childhood Vaccine Injury Act of 1986, your healthcare provider also is
required to give you Vaccine Information Statements, one-page summaries
of specific vaccine risks and benefits published by the CDC. (See Figure 1-1
for a sample of the MMR vaccine handout.) Receipt of the written summary
and discussion of it must precede every routine childhood vaccination
because the information is frequently updated. If you are not given this
information, ask for it! Asking for the information is your responsibility;
getting it is your right.
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THE GOALS OF THIS BOOK

Our goals are twofold. First, we want to empower you to ask your
healthcare provider questions about vaccines. In fact, everyone from every
corner of the vaccine debate wants you to ask questions. Chances are quite
high that your healthcare provider also wants you to ask. 

Second, we want to give you the most recent scientific information on
vaccine-preventable diseases and on the vaccines themselves. We hope you
will use this book to prepare for your child’s routine doctor visits. You’ll
soon know what shots your child is likely to receive, their possible side
effects, and their benefits, so you can make your own informed decisions
about vaccinating your child.

USING THIS BOOK TO FORM AND

ANSWER YOUR QUESTIONS

We have designed the book for busy parents (parents are busy by defin-
ition!), breaking it into three parts.

Part One gives you background on vaccines: what you should expect
from your healthcare provider’s immunization services; how vaccines work
with your immune system; how vaccines are developed, licensed, recom-
mended, and finally required for school entry; how programs track vaccine
side effects over the long run; how to analyze vaccine risks; and who should
not receive specific vaccines.

Part Two discusses the specific vaccines that your child will probably
need to receive before attending school.

Part Three reviews vaccines that are not routinely recommended for
children and vaccines that are recommended for adolescents and adults.
Finally, because you may find that new questions come to mind, the last
chapter lists some organizations that you might want to contact. We believe
that the single most reliable and accessible source for quick answers is the
CDC hotline: (800) 232-2522.
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