Meningococcal Vaccine: What you need to know
1. What is Meningococcal disease?
Meningococcal disease is a serious bacterial illness. It is a leading cause of bacterial meningitis
in children 2 through 18 years old. Meningitis is an infection of the covering of the brain and the
spinal cord.
Meningococcal disease also causes blood infections.
Anyone can get meningococcal disease. But it is most common in infants less than one year of
age and people 16–21 years. Children with certain medical conditions, such as lack of a spleen,
have an increased risk of getting meningococcal disease.
Meningococcal infections can be treated with drugs such as penicillin. Still, many people who
get the disease die from it, and many others are affected for life. This is why preventing the
disease through use of meningococcal vaccine is important for people at highest risk.

2. Meningococcal vaccine
There are two kinds of meningococcal vaccine:
•
•

Meningococcal conjugate vaccine (MCV4) is the preferred vaccine for people 55 years of
age and younger.
Meningococcal polysaccharide vaccine (MPSV4) has been available since the 1970s. It is
the only meningococcal vaccine licensed for people older than 55.

3. Who should get meningococcal vaccine and when?
Routine vaccination
Two doses of MCV4 are recommended for adolescents 11 through 18 years of age: the first dose
at 11 or 12 years of age, with a booster dose at age 16.
Adolescents in this age group with HIV infection should get three doses: 2 doses 2 months apart
at 11 or 12 years, plus a booster at age 16.
If the first dose (or series) is given between 13 and 15 years of age, the booster should be given
between 16 and 18. If the first dose (or series) is given after the 16th birthday, a booster is not
needed.
Other people at increased risk
• College freshmen living in dormitories.
• Laboratory personnel who are routinely exposed to meningococcal bacteria.

•
•
•
•

Anyone traveling to, or living in, a part of the world where meningococcal disease is
common, such as parts of Africa.
Anyone who has a damaged spleen, or whose spleen has been removed.
Anyone who has persistent complement component deficiency (an immune system
disorder).
People who might have been exposed to meningitis during an outbreak.

Children between 9 and 23 months of age, and anyone else with certain medical conditions need
2 doses for adequate protection. Ask your doctor about the number and timing of doses, and the
need for booster doses.

4. Some people should not get meningococcal vaccine or should wait.
•

Anyone who has ever had a severe (life-threatening) allergic reaction to a previous dose of
MCV4 or MPSV4 vaccine should not get another dose of either vaccine.
• Anyone who has a severe (life threatening) allergy to any vaccine component should not get
the vaccine.
• Anyone who is moderately or severely ill at the time the shot is scheduled should probably
wait until they recover.
• Meningococcal vaccines may be given to pregnant women.
Except for children with sickle cell disease or without a working spleen, meningococcal vaccines
may be given at the same time as other vaccines.

5. What are the risks from meningococcal vaccines?
A vaccine, like any medicine, could possibly cause serious problems, such as severe allergic
reactions. The risk of meningococcal vaccine causing serious harm, or death, is extremely small.
Mild problems
As many as half the people who get meningococcal vaccines have mild side effects, such as
redness or pain where the shot was given.
If these problems occur, they usually last for 1 or 2 days. They are more common after MCV4
than after MPSV4.
A small percentage of people who receive the vaccine develop a mild fever.
Severe problems
Serious allergic reactions, within a few minutes to a few hours of the shot, are very rare.

6. What if there is a serious reaction?
What should I look for?
•

Look for anything that concerns you, such as signs of a severe allergic reaction, very high
fever, or behavior changes.
Signs of a severe allergic reaction can include hives, swelling of the face and throat,
difficulty breathing, a fast heartbeat, dizziness, and weakness. These would start a few
minutes to a few hours after the vaccination.

