
FACT SHEETS

This fact sheet provides basic information about childhood 
immunisation and vaccinations and why these are important. 
There is a list of resources at the end where you can find more 
information.

 WHAT IS IMMUNISATION?    
 Immunisation is the process used by 

medical professionals to make us resistant 
(or “immune”) to certain infectious 
diseases before we become exposed to 
the harmful germs (such as bacteria and 
viruses) that cause these diseases and can 
make us ill. Many bacteria and viruses do 
not cause us too much harm. But some 
can lead to diseases that can result in 
death or disability, especially in people 
with weak immune systems, such as very 
young children, the elderly or people 
living with HIV.

 We are all born with an immune system 
to fight off infection. When harmful 
bacteria or viruses enter the body, our 
immune system produces antibodies to 
fight them. When these germs enter the 
body again in the future, our immune 
system “remembers” them and responds 
much more quickly, which means that we 
don’t get sick. 

 Vaccines, which are used in the 
immunisation process, contain very 
small, safe quantities of the bacteria or 
virus. They work by causing the immune 
system to make antibodies. This means 
that the next time that we come into 
contact with much greater amounts of 
that bacteria or virus, we won’t get sick. 
We are immune to that infection. 

 Many people confuse “immunisation” 
and “vaccination”. They are often used 
interchangeably but their meanings are 
not the same.

• A vaccine is the biological product 
that helps the immune system to resist 
particular diseases. 

• Vaccination is the process of 
administering that vaccine. It is usually 
given via needle injections, but in some 
cases can be done by drops in the 
mouth or by aerosol.
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• Immunisation is what happens in the 
body after the vaccination. 

 HOW IMPORTANT IS IT TO 
VACCINATE YOUNG CHILDREN?  

 Vaccines save millions of lives each year 
and are among the most cost-effective 
health interventions ever developed. 
Vaccines are especially important for 
young children, since their immune 
systems are not fully developed. This 
is why it is extremely important for 
children to be vaccinated early in their 
lives before they become exposed to 
life-threatening infectious diseases. 

 UNICEF and the World Health 
Organization (WHO) estimate that 
immunisations save the lives of 2–3 
million children each year. Immunisation 
has led to the eradication of smallpox, a 
75% reduction in childhood deaths from 
measles over the past decade, and the 
near-eradication of polio. 

 While vaccines are protecting more 
children than ever before, there are still 
1.5 million children dying every year 
from diseases that could have been 
prevented by vaccines. And tens of 
thousands of other children suffer from 
severe or permanently disabling illnesses.

 WHY ARE SOME CHILDREN NOT 
IMMUNISED?  

 Nearly one in five infants is missing 
out on the basic vaccines they need 
to stay healthy. Children who don’t 

get vaccinated may be marginalised 
by poverty or live in remote or 
conflict-affected areas with little access 
to health services. Healthcare systems 
can fail due to the improper storage of 
vaccines, insufficient funds, limited human 
resources or the inability to operate in 
certain areas. Misconceptions and a lack 
of education can also lead some parents 
to withhold vaccinations from their 
children.

 WHEN SHOULD VACCINATIONS BE 
GIVEN? 

 Ideally, babies should start to have their 
first vaccines just after they are born. 
Several vaccines should be given shortly 
after birth and repeated during the first 
year of life. To become and stay immune 
to the infectious diseases vaccines 
protect against, everyone needs to have 
most vaccines several times throughout 
their life.

 After the first dose of one type of 
vaccine is given, the next doses are often 
known as “boosters” because they help 
to strengthen the immune system a little 
bit more against that disease. The number 
and frequency of vaccines will depend on 
which vaccine it is and a person’s health. 

 WHICH VACCINES ARE THE MOST 
IMPORTANT? 

 The WHO and its members have agreed 
that there are some essential vaccines 
that every child (and adult) should have 
to protect them against some of the 
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most dangerous diseases. These are 
called routine immunisations. They 
protect against tuberculosis, hepatitis 
B, polio, diphtheria, tetanus, pertussis 
(whooping cough), some types of 
pneumonia, some types of diarrhoea, 
measles and meningitis.

 In many tropical countries, yellow fever 
and Japanese encephalitis vaccines are 
also recommended. 

 To see a full list of the routine 
vaccination schedule, copy this link 
to the WHO’s website into your 
internet browser: http://www.who.int/
immunization/policy/Immunization_
routine_table2.pdf?ua=1.

 MYTHS ABOUT VACCINES   
 Today, vaccines have an excellent safety 

record and most “vaccine scares” have 
been shown to be false alarms. However, 
some scare-stories have frightened 
parents into refusing important vaccines 
for their children. Here are a few 
common myths: 

• There is no evidence to suggest that 
vaccines cause a condition called autism, 
which affects people’s ability to interact 
socially and their communication and 
behaviour. Multiple studies, including 

a review of 12,000 peer-reviewed 
scientific articles by the Institute of 
Medicine, have found no link between 
vaccines and autism. 

• Similarly, there is no evidence to 
suggest that vaccines cause infertility. 
This dangerous and persistent myth has 
led to disease outbreaks and countless 
deaths that could easily have been 
prevented. The potential impact of 
vaccines on fertility has been thoroughly 
investigated through numerous studies, 
none of which has shown that vaccines 
cause sterilisation or infertility.

• Another myth is that vaccines do 
not always work and are therefore 
pointless. It is true that no vaccine is 
100% effective, but that is because 
some people (around 5–10%) simply 
do not develop immunity, even though 
they’ve been vaccinated. However, by 
vaccinating as much of the population as 
possible, the number of people affected 
by any given disease is vastly reduced.

 POTENTIAL DOWNSIDES    
 The benefits of vaccination are huge. 

Shortly after vaccination, however, some 
babies and people may experience 
very slight side effects. Side effects may 
include a short fever, tiredness, feeling 
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achy or fluey, diarrhoea and others. 
These are simply a sign that the vaccine 
is working. 

 It is important that parents know that 
these side effects are normal and not 
dangerous. However, the side effects 
should stop after a day or two. If 
someone is worried that a person who 
has been vaccinated seems very ill, or 
is not showing any sign of recovering 
after a day or two, they should seek 
immediate advice from a health worker. 

 There is also a risk that unsafe injections, 
usually by unsterilised needles being 
used multiple times on different 
people, can pose a risk of transmitting 
diseases that are carried via blood, 
such as hepatitis and HIV. This is rare, 
however, and only a problem when 
proper procedures are not followed. It 
is important not to scare people unduly 
about the risk of unsafe injections, as 
immunisation rates drop dramatically 
when such practices are over-publicised. 

 THINGS TO TAKE INTO 
CONSIDERATION WHEN 
WORKING ON IMMUNISATION 

 It is important to understand the 
barriers that exist to vaccination in a 
particular location. Who and where are 
the groups that have low coverage? Do 
we know the cause of the low uptake? Is 
it the result of health system problems? 
A lack of demand? Or a failure to accept 
immunisation? 

 Any myths and misconceptions affecting 
vaccination rates should be addressed 
carefully and with sensitivity. We need 
to use credible sources of information 
within the target audience and maintain 
accuracy, while presenting information 
in ways that target audiences can access 
and understand. 

 Most countries have immunisation 
coordination committees, which lead 
on routine vaccination efforts and 
special campaigns, as well as national 
communication strategies and plans. It is 
critical to coordinate closely with these 
bodies to ensure that any communication 
about immunisation reflects national 
priorities and supports wider efforts.
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 FURTHER SOURCES OF 
INFORMATION   

 CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL 
AND PREVENTION (CDC) 

 http://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/ 

 GAVI, THE VACCINE ALLIANCE 
 http://www.gavi.org/about/value/ 

 PARTNERSHIP FOR MATERNAL, 
NEWBORN AND CHILD HEALTH 

• Essential Interventions, Commodities 
and Guidelines for Reproductive, 
Newborn and Child Health, 2011: 

 http://www.who.int/pmnch/topics/
part_publications/essential_
interventions_18_01_2012.pdf?ua=1

 SABIN VACCINE INSTITUTE 
 http://www.sabin.org

 WORLD HEALTH ORGANIZATION 
(WHO) 

• Vaccines: 
 http://www.who.int/topics/vaccines/en/  
• Immunisation: 
 http://www.who.int/topics/immunization/

en/  
• Routine vaccination schedule: 
 http://www.who.int/immunization/policy/

Immunization_routine_table2.pdf?ua=1
• Facts and myths about vaccination: 
 http://www.who.int/features/qa/84/en/

 UNICEF 
 http://www.unicef.org/immunization/  
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