
WHAT MAKES UP VACCINES

Every ingredient has a purpose:

•	 To provide immunity
•	 To keep vaccines safe and long lasting
•	 To make vaccines more effective 

Stabilizers
Purpose: To keep the vaccine effective after 
manufacturing

Most commonly found in: Jell-O. Also 
naturally occurring in the body

Examples: Sugars, gelatin

Adjuvants
Purpose: To help boost the body’s response 
to the vaccine

Most commonly found in: Drinking water, 
infant formula, health products such as 
antacids and buffered aspirin

Examples: Aluminum salts

Antibiotics
Purpose: To prevent contamination by 
bacteria during the manufacturing process

Most commonly found in: Common 
antibiotics. Antibiotics that people are likely 
to be allergic to (penicillin) aren’t used.

Examples: Neomycin, Kamamycin

Preservatives
Purpose: To prevent contamination 

Most commonly found in: Some kinds of fish

Examples: Thimerosal (only in multi-dose 
vials of flu vaccine)

These ingredients all make sure vaccines are sterile, effective, and safe.

Most vaccines don’t contain any mercury
Most vaccines don’t have any mercury in them. However, multi-dose flu vaccines and one type of Td 
vaccine contain a small amount of thimerosal. Thimerosal contains a form of mercury (methylmercury) 
that does not cause mercury poisoning and is safe for use in vaccines. Flu and Td vaccines are also 
available in thimerosal-free versions. 



Why is formaldehyde in some vaccines?
The amount of formaldehyde in vaccines does not pose a health risk. Formaldehyde is used to kill 
viruses and bacterial toxins that are necessary parts of the vaccines. This helps keep vaccines safe. 
There may be very small amounts of formaldehyde left over after this process The amount of formal-
dehyde found in vaccines is very small compared to what is naturally found in the body.

Why is aluminum in some vaccines?
The very small amounts of aluminum found in some vaccines is safe and helps strengthen your 
immune system. Aluminum is naturally present in our water, soil, and even air. In fact, there is less 
aluminum in vaccines than in the amount babies drink in breast milk or formula. Aluminum works to 
amplify the immune system’s response to the vaccine. This ultimately helps reduces the number of 
doses needed for certain vaccines.

My child has food allergies, can they get vaccinated?
Yes! Many vaccines do not contain any food ingredients. Some vaccines may 
contain the same proteins or were grown on a surface that contained food. 
These vaccines have been proven to be safe when administered to individu-
als with food allergies. 

If your child has an egg allergy, it is safe to get almost all vaccines in-
cluding the flu, MMR, and chickenpox vaccines as they do not contain egg 
protein. However, the yellow fever vaccine does contain significant amounts 
of egg protein and should be avoided. 

If your child has a peanut allergy, all vaccines are safe. Vaccines are not 
made with, or suspended, in peanut oil.

Which vaccines contain gelatin?
Gelatin derived from pork is used in some live vaccines as a stabilizer. It is highly purified and broken 
down, so it is different from the form of gelatin found in foods. 

Jewish and Islamic leaders have both released statements that gelatin used for vaccines is permissi-
ble for followers of these faiths. 

Gelatin is used in: 1) nasal influenza 2) measles, mumps, rubella (MMR), 3) measles, mumps, rubella, 
varicella (MMR-V) 4) rabies; 5) varicella and 6) yellow fever vaccines.
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