
 

 

Vaccines - Frequently asked questions and myth busting 
 

Key messages…vaccines DO:  

 protect you and your child from many serious and potentially deadly diseases 

 protect other people in your community – by helping to stop diseases 
spreading to people who cannot have vaccines 

 get safety tested for years before being introduced – they're also monitored 
for any side effects 

 sometimes may cause mild side effects which last a couple of days, like a 
sore arm 

 significantly reduce the chance of catching life-threatening diseases – if 
enough people are vaccinated. 

 

Key messages…vaccines DO NOT: 
 cause autism – studies have found no evidence of a link between the MMR 

vaccine and autism 

 overload or weaken the immune system – it's safe to give children several 
vaccines at a time and this reduces the amount of injections they need 

 cause allergies or any other conditions – all the current evidence tells us that 
vaccinating is safer than not vaccinating 

 contain mercury (thiomersal) 

 contain any ingredients that cause harm in such small amounts – but speak to 
your doctor if you have any known allergies such as eggs or gelatine  

 give you flu! 
 

Will it make me or my child sick? 
 

 Most of the side effects of vaccination are mild and do not last more than a 
couple of days 

 It is rare for anyone to have a serious allergic reaction to a vaccination 

 All vaccines go through a long and thorough process of development and 
testing before they are licensed for use 

 Some of the vaccines we use in the UK contain live strains of viruses or 
bacteria which have been weakened (attenuated). The weakened virus 
stimulates the immune system but does not cause disease in healthy people. 

 
 
 
 
 



 

Giving several vaccines at once will overload my baby’s 
immune system – I want to delay some of them so they are 
more spread out 

 Starting from birth, babies come into contact with millions of germs every day. 
It is estimated that the human body contains enough white blood cells to cope 
with thousands of vaccines at any one time 

 Delaying vaccination leaves the child unprotected against serious diseases for 
longer 

 Vaccines challenge the immune system less than a disease does. This is 
because they use only part of the bacteria or virus that causes the disease, or 
a weakened form of the bacteria or virus 

 But remember, the door is always open….even though it is better to get a 
child vaccinated at the ages recommended in the UK schedule, it is never too 
late to start vaccination. 

 

I have heard that the vaccine doesn’t work for everyone so 
I don’t think it is worth the risk 
 

 No medicine is 100% effective and it is true that not all vaccines give lifelong 
protection. But remember… 

 Catching a disease doesn’t always give you 100% immunity either 

 If most of the population is vaccinated, this raises protection for everyone to 
almost 100% due to herd protection 

 For lots of vaccines, vaccination helps protect vulnerable people who cannot 
be vaccinated 

 If someone who has been vaccinated in the past catches a disease, the 
symptoms are often milder than they would be for an unvaccinated person. 

 

I am not sure what stance faith leaders hold on 
vaccinations. I heard vaccines contain products that go 
against my religion or lifestyle choice 
 

 The issue of pork ingredients in some vaccines have raised concerns among 
some groups. These vaccines include the children’s nasal flu, MMR, and 
shingles vaccines 

 Porcine gelatine is used as a stabiliser in vaccines – they work well and we 
know that vaccines are safe. Changing this could impact the effectiveness or 
safety of the vaccine and would require extensive testing 

 There is an alternative for the MMR vaccine that contains no porcine 

products. There is also an alternative for the children’s nasal flu (QIVe/QIVc)* 
However there is no alternative available for shingles vaccines 
 

 



 

*Alternative flu vaccine for children 

The flu vaccine is offered to children aged 2 to 3 years, to children of reception and 

primary school age, and, for the first time this year (2020) to children in the first year 

of secondary school (Year 7).  In addition, children who are clinically at risk are 

offered the vaccine from the age of six months. 

The vaccine is given to most children in school in the form of a nasal spray and 

contains a highly processed form of porcine gelatine. 

The alternative vaccine to the nasal spray is less effective, so we strongly encourage 

parents to allow their children to have the nasal spray without delay. 

If a child is at high risk from one or more medical conditions or treatments and can’t 

have the nasal spray, the child will be offered an alternative flu vaccination by 

injection. 

There is a limited supply of the alternative vaccine, so children at risk will be 

prioritised for this vaccine. 

 

School age children 

School age children who are not at risk, but whose parents would prefer that they did 

not have the nasal spray, can request the alternative vaccine. However this would 

not be available until later in the flu season and there is no guarantee that there will 

be sufficient supplies. This means a child would be at risk in the peak of the season 

between September and October if there is a delay in immunisation. 

Two to three-year olds 

Two to three-year olds who are not at risk, but whose parents would prefer that they 

did not have the nasal spray, can also request the alternative vaccine from their GP.  

Again, this would mean waiting until late in the flu season to see if there is sufficient 

stock of the alternative vaccine.  GPs will not provide the alternative vaccine before 

November/December, at the earliest, depending on there being sufficient supplies, 

because those at risk must be prioritised.  The medical advice is therefore not to 

delay in getting immunised with the flu spray as soon as possible, remembering this 

is more effective in children compared to the jab. 

  

 Public Health England has produced a leaflet on vaccines and porcine 
gelatine which can be referred to for more information 
Statements from representatives from faith or lifestyle communities may be 
helpful for informing individuals on how to reach a decision about having the 
vaccine. 

 
 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/824013/PHE_vaccines_porcine_gelatine.pdf


 

Flu 

 
 
Are you considering not getting the flu vaccine this year? Or is there something 
about it that concerns you? Read below for more information on why it’s good to get 
vaccinated, and how to find out more. 

 
Is the flu vaccination safe? The flu vaccination is safe and effective and must be 
given annually as the flu strains change each year. It cannot give you the flu. It does 
not protect you from COVID-19 or seasonal coughs and colds, but it does give 
protection against the strains of flu virus that will be circulating this year. If someone 
gets flu this year they are at increased risk of COVID-19 owing to their weakened 
immune defences. It is therefore doubly important to have the flu jab this year. 
Adults usually receive the flu vaccination in injection form, and children usually 
receive a nasal spray. 
 
When can I get the flu vaccination? We expect that the flu vaccination will be 
available from the end of September onwards. If you are in the eligible categories, 
you will be invited to book a vaccination appointment at around this time, but, if you 
haven’t heard by the end of the first week of October, please check your GP practice 
website for up to date information. It’s important that you have your vaccination as 
soon as possible. You can find more information on Who should have the vaccine 
and why 
 
Where can I get the flu vaccination? Many people will receive their flu vaccination 
through their GP which may be in the practice or at an alternate location to ensure 
they are COVID-secure sites.  For example, car parks have been used for the first 
time this year successfully. Others may go to a pharmacy or another location in their 
community. School-aged children will receive their vaccination from a trained health 
professional at school or in their community. Health professionals will also vaccinate 
care home staff and residents on-site.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/907491/Flu_Vaccination_who_needs_it_and_why_12pp_A5_booklet_2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/907491/Flu_Vaccination_who_needs_it_and_why_12pp_A5_booklet_2020.pdf


 
 
Pregnant woman should ask about the flu jab during their antenatal appointments 
from the midwife and it is safe and advisable in all stages of pregnancies to protect 
mother and baby. 
 
Is it safe to attend appointments at health clinics? The NHS is doing everything it 
can to make sure that vaccinations are given in safe environments. All possible 
precautions will be taken to make sure you, and staff, are protected. If you have 
COVID-19 symptoms, do not attend your vaccination appointment but instead self-
isolate and book a coronavirus test at nhs.uk/coronavirus or by calling119. You can 
delay your flu jab until you are feeling better, typically the following week. 
 
How will I know if I have the flu or COVID-19? The flu virus and COVID-19 have 
symptoms which overlap, such a high temperature or persistent cough. It may be 
difficult to tell which virus you have. For this reason, it’s really important that you 
have a flu vaccination if you are eligible, and that you continue to follow the guidance 
on self-isolation and testing at nhs.uk/coronavirus if you have any of the symptoms 
of COVID-19. 
 
Can you catch flu from the vaccine?  No, the vaccine contains an inactivated virus 
which cannot give you flu. For children who receive the live flu nasal spray the 
vaccines has been designed so that it so severely weakened that it cannot work at 
body temperature, hence it is sprayed into the nose where the temperature is cooler. 
 
Does the flu vaccine cause serious side effects? Only one in a million people get 
serious side effects. Mild side effects such as soreness around the injection site and 
aching muscles are more common, but these are far less serious than the effects of 
contracting flu. 
 
Is flu just like having a bad cold? Flu is a very serious illness which kills 11,000 
people a year and hospitalises many more. It can lead to severe complications 
including pneumonia and organ failure. It is NOT the same as a cold and it is 
unfortunate that the terms have been used interchangeably over the years to add to 
the confusion.   
 
I’ve been vaccinated before so do I need to do it again?  The flu strains change 
each year, so the vaccine for this year has been targeted towards the flu strains for 
this year.  A flu jab from last year would not be effective this year. 
 
I’m healthy. Do I need to get vaccinated? Flu can cause serious illness or death in 
healthy people. Getting vaccinated reduces your chance of catching flu by 40-60%. 
 
I’m pregnant. Should I get vaccinated? The flu vaccine is safe and effective for all 
at any stage of pregnancy. As you won’t know when you may come into contact with 
flu, having it early on will ensure mother and baby are protected as soon as possible  
 
 



 
 
 
Can I book online? This year eligible Londoners will be able to book their flu 

vaccine online with their local pharmacist at londonflu.co.uk. Londoners are also able 

to walk in to pharmacies and get the vaccine. You can also check your GP website 
about booking into the GP flu clinic. 
 

Questions? 
More information is available on the NHS London flu web page: 

https://www.england.nhs.uk/london/our-work/getting-the-flu-vaccine/ 
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