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What is DTP vaccine': 
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DTP is a cornbination of three vaccines that e / # & t ~ a w ~ h e  bacteria that cause diphtheria, tetanus I 
(also known as lockjaw) and pertussis (also called whooping cough). The vaccine is made from 
inactivated toxins and killed germs, and does not cause any of the diseases against which it protects. 
When injected, the vaccir?e allows the body to create disease-fighting subsbances called antibodies. 
DTP vacc11,a should be given in five separate doses. Each vaicine dose increases the number of 
antibodies which guard against disease. DTP vaccine is intended only for chilrjisn under age seven. 

Why is it important to immunize children with DTP? I 
The diseases that DTP prevents can have serious complications and can he fatal, especially in infants 
and young children. Before DTP vac-ine existed, as many as 250,000 cases of pertussis occurred each 
year in the United States, causing over 7,000 deaths a year, primarily in children under one year of age. 
Over 150,000 diphtheria cases occurred each year, resulting in approximately 10.000 deathsannually. 
Tetanus has also become less common due to immunization but still causes death in four out of ten 
people who get the disease. 

Diphtheria, tetanus and pertussis have become rare in the United States because of extensive 
immunization practices. If children were not vaccinated, these diseases would again become 
widespread, as has occurred in countries whish temporarily discontinued immunizing children with 
DTP. Because diphtheria and pertussis are highly contagious, protection by vaccine is important to 
both the vaccinated individual and the community at large. Most children who receive the complete 
requirement of immunizations are protected from disease. I f  the rare child who remains vulnerable to 
pertussis despite immunization becomes infected with pertussis, the disease is usually mild. 

When should DTP vaccine be given to children? I 
Immunization with DTP vaccine should begin at about 2 months of age. Five doses of vaccine are 
recommended to provide long-lasting protection. The first three dosesaregivenat 2,4, and6 monthsof 
age. A fourth dose is given 6 to 12 months after the third dose, usually at 15 or 18 months of age. A 
booster shot is recommended prior to school entry (at 4 to 6 years of age). 

Are there adverse reactions associated with DTP vaccine? I 
DTP vaccine can have adverse effects in some individuals. However, the diseases which DTP vaccine 
prevents have a high risk of dangerous complications. The risk of developing these complications is 
much greater than the risk of reactions associated with the vaccine. The Massachusetts Department of 
Public Health, the U.S. Public Health Service, and the American Academy of Pediatrics recommend 
DTP vaccine for all infants and children, unless there is a medical contraindication. 

Although most children receive the full series of DTP shots without problems, some children experience 
mild, temporary reactions. The most common of these reactionsare soreness and swelling at the site of 
the shot, a slight fever, and fussiness. Theseoccurwithin afew hours of the shot and usually disappear 
within 24 to 48 hours. 

Less commonly, the vaccine can cause fever above 105" F, persistent screaming or crying for three or 
more hours, or unusual high-pitched crying. Even more rare are episodes of collapse and convulsions 
(usually resulting from high fever). 
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Extremely rarely, a neurological illness (specifically, a disease of the brain called encephalopathy) 
begins during the week after DTP immunization. Because neurological illnesses typically are first 
recognized during the first year of life, during the same period when three doses of DTP are given, it has 
been difficult to determine whether DTP is causing these illnessc:~ or whether their onset is 
coincidental. Studies have estimated that a neurologic illness may occur within a week of DTP 
irnniunizatioli once in 100,000 shots. Most of these illnesses resolve themselves within a year. More 
permanent neurological illness is estimated to result once in 31 0,000 shots. It is important to know that 
children who have not received DTP shots also can suffer from encephalopathy and brain darnage. The 
DTP vaccine, therefore, is not necessarily the cause of these rare problems. 

Who should not receive DTP vaccine? 

Before you schedule your child to receive DTP vaccine, plan to discuss his or her medical history with 
your doctor. Sorne children should not receive DTP at all or should have the vaccine deferred. Children 
who do not receive the DTP vaccine can and should receive immunization against diphtheria and 
tetanus. This is accomplished by substituting DT vaccine, which lacks a pertussis component, for DTP 
vaccine. 

l Your child sliould not receive additional DTP shots if a serious reaction followed a previous DTP shot. 
Such reactions are: 

a Fever of 105' F or more 
a Persistent screaming or crying lasting over 3 hours, or unusual, high-pitched crying 
a Collapse (periods of limpness or paleness) 
a Convulsion 
a An acute neurological illness 

l Your child should not receive DTP immunization if she or he has a suspected disease of the brain. 

a If your child has had a previousseizure, or if other membersof your family have had seizures, there may 
be a higher risk of a seizure after DTP immunization. Such children are, however, also at higher risk of 
seizures or other complications of whooping cough i f  they develop the disease. Therefore, you should 
discuss the risks and benefits of DTP vaccine with your doctor before proceeding with immunization. 

@If your child has a stable neurologic condition that is not associated with seizures (such as muscular 
dystrophy), DTP vaccine should be given. 

a If your child is sick with an infection or fever, DTF rnmunization should be deferred until recovery. 

Where can I get more information on DTP vaccine? 

Your personal physician 

Your local board of health 
In the telephone book under municipal government 

Massachusetts Department of Public Health 
Immunization Program (6 1 7) 727-2686 
Central Regional Health Office (61 7) 886-471 1 
Northeast Regional Health Office (61 7) 851 -7261 
Southeast Regional Health Office (6 17) 947-1 231 
Western Regional Health Office (413) 549-1045 
Office of Public Information and Health Education (617) 727-0049 
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