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Just the Facts: MMR Vaccine and Autism

A panel of experts convened by the Academy reviewed data on possible associations
between MMR vacaoine and autistic specirim disorder (ASD). The panel also examinad
information on a possible relaticnship of measles virus and/or vaccine and inflammatory bowel
disease (IBD}.

The report concludes, "The available evidence does not support the hypothesis that MMR
vaccine causes autism or associated disarders or IBD" (Pediatrics. 2601;107:e84. ). It also
says pediatricians need to work with families to ensure children are protected from these
preventable diseases.

The expert panel aiso concluded in its report that "separate administration of measles, mumps
and rubella vaccines to children provides no benefit over administration of the combination
MMR vaccine and would result in delayed or missed immunizations.”

More research should be conducied to determine the true cause or causes of aulism.
BACKGROUND ON MMR

Q: A 60 Minutes story (Nov 12, 2000) suggested individual shots for Measies, Mumps, and
Rubella. |s this possible?

While measles, mumps and rubella vaccines are available individually, there is no scientific
reason for or benefit to separating the vaccines. By separating them, we are putting children
{and pregnant women who may be exposed to them) at increased risk by extending the
amount of time they go nvaccinated. Studies have shown that there is an increased risk that
children may not receive all the shots they need if their parents have to schedule additicnal
appointments for immunizations. We are increasing our children's discomfort. instead of
receiving two shots, they will receive six. At this time we simply do not have enough individual
vaccine supply o make the individual shots possible. Again, children who don't receive the
currently available combination shot are put at needless risk.

0. |5 there a link between measles vaccination and autism?

No, there is no scientifically proven link between measles vaccination and autism. Autismis a
chronic developmental disorder, often first identified in toddlers from age 18 months to 30
months. MMR is administered just before the peak age of onset of autism, leading some
parents to assume a causal relationship. A recent study in the British journal Lancet showed
that there is no association between the MMR vaccine and autism. The CDC continues to
conduct studies to further assure the safety of vaccines. Increasing evidence indicates that
autism is determined early in the pregnancy (during the first trimester).

Q. Why are we seeing & rise in the incidence of autism?

Doctors use a book called the Diagnostic Statistical Manual to help them diagnose cases of
autism. In the past decade, the guidelines in that book have changed. They have become
more inclusive. So children who used to be considered “leaming detayed” or o have
"hehavior problems." may now be more correctly diagnosed with mild autism. Parents and
medical professionals are simply more aware of the condition and are more likely to pursue a
diagnosis and treaiment than in years past. As there are more staie and federaily funded
programs available for children with autism, there is an increased incentive to make a
diagnosis, so those children will have access to those programs. Statisticians who gather data
disagree over whether there is truly an increase in the number of children whe have autism.
But there have aiready been studies completed that show that MMR does not cause autism.
Many studies are underway both nationally and internationally to try to determine the cause
for the perceived increase in cases of autism.
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Q. What can happen if parents don't gat their child immunized?

Without immunizations, a child can catch diseases that may cause high fever, coughing,
choking, breathing problems, and even brain injury. These ilnesses may leave a child deaf or
blind, cause paralysis, and even death. Despite this and other successes, some parents still
refuse to have their child immunized. This not only puts their child at risk, it also opens up the
possibility of outbreaks in schools, child care centers and other public settings.

Q. Why should we still vaccinate against measles when cases are so uncommon?

Measles virus is common throughout the world and is frequently imporied intc the U.S. In
1996, 47 cases were known to have been imported by people traveling to the U.S. from other
countries. In 1998 and 1999 all U.S. measles cases reported were linked to imported cases.
Before measles immunizations were available, nearly everyone in the U.S. got measles.
There were approximately 3 to 4 million measles cases each year. An average of 450
measles-associated deaths were reported each year between 1953 and 1963. A reduction in
measies vaccination rates would substantially increase the potential size and morbidity of any
outbreak. That means we would see more people die from measies.

Q. What are the known complications of measles vaccination?

Measles vaccine is very safe; most people have no reactions. About 5 percent to 15 percent
of vaccine recipients may develop a fever five to 12 days after MMR vacgination. The fever
usually lasts one to two days and usually is not associated with other symptoms. About 5
percent of MMR recipients may develop a transient rash one to two weeks after immunization.
Central nervous system disturbances, such as encephalitis, have been reporied with a
frequency of less than one per 1 million doses administered, a frequency many times iower
than the incidence of serious central nervous system disorders that follow natural infection at
a rate of one per 800.

Q. Aren't measies, mumps and rubella relatively harmless ilinesses?
Measles

Highly contagious respiratory disease

Causes rash, high fever, cough, runny nose and red, watery eyes, lasting about a week
Causes ear infections and pneumonia in 1 out of every 12 children who getit

Causes encephalitis that can lead to convulsions, deafness or mental retardation in 1 to 2 of
every 2,000 people who get it

in 1989-90, there was a measles epidemic, resulting in 55,000 cases of measles, 11,000
hospitalizations, and 123 deaths. The majority of these cases were in unimmunized preschool
children. '

Of every 1,000 people who get measies, 1 to 2 will die

Measles vaccing (contained in MMR, MR and measles vaccines) can prevent this disease
Mumps

Causes fever, headache and swelling of cne or both cheeks or sides of the Jaw

Four io six persons out of 100 who get mumps will get meningitis

inflammation of the testicles occurs in about 4 of every 10 adult males who get mumps, which
may lead to sterility

May result in hearing loss, which is usuatly permanent

Rubella

Aiso kniown as German measles

Mild disease in children and young adults, causing rash and fever for 2 to 3 days
Causes devastating birth defects if acquired by a pregnant woman: there is at least 80%
chance of damage to the fetus if 2 woman is infected early in pregnancy

Q. What is autism?

&ud




&w&bPage

A. Autism is 2 spectrum of chronic developmenrtal disorders. The main characteristics of
autism are difficuities in social interaction, communication, and restrictive and repetilive
interests and activities. Autism may be noted initially in infancy as impaired attachment, but
autism is most often first identified in toddlers, mostly boys, from 18 to 30 months of age.
Although there is no cure, autism is treatable. Symptoms associated with autism often
improve as children start to acquire language and ieamn how to communicate their needs.

Q. What causes autism?

A. The causes of autism are not known for certain. Most experts agree that autismis a
condition that begins before birth. The current theory favored by many experts is that autism is
a genetically-based disorder. Studies of persons with autism have identified abnormalities in
brain structures that develop in the first few weeks of gestation (that is, while the fetus is in the
womb). Evidence that genetics is an important, but not exclusive, cause of autism includes a 3
to 8 percent risk of recurrence in families with one affected child. Also, when one identical twin
has autism, the chances are extremely high that the other twin wiii also have autism. A
working group convened by the National Institutes of Health in 1995 reached a consensus that
autism is a genetic condition. An issue unresolved by the group was the role of immune
factors in certain forms of autism; it was suggested that studies to clarify the situation are
needed.

Q. Is there any evidence linking measles vaccine or MMR and autism?

A. The currently available evidence does not support a fink between MMR and aufism. Autism
usually is diagnosed in children when they are 18 to 30 months old. This is a pericd in fife
shortly after children have received many of the recommended vaccinations. Because of this
coincidence, some parents of children with autism believe that an immunization may have
caused their child's condifion. A 1998 study in the medical journal Lancet, reported that there
may be a link between the measles virus and autism. Subseguent studies in the United
Kingdom and in Sweden have been conducted to evaluate whether measles virus or MMR
vaccine causes, or in any way contributes to, autism. These studies showed no association
netween the MMR vaccine and autism. in a thorough review of all the evidence, the Medical
Research Council in the United Kingdom found no scientific evidence supporting a
relationship between MMR vaccine and autism.

Q. What if multiple laboratories confirmed the presence of measies virus in specimens from
the intestines of children with autism? Wouid that indicate that measies causes autism?

A. Even if measles virus were consistently shown to be present in intestinal specimens of
children. this would not conclusively indicate that measles causes autism. itis possible that
the measles virus persists in the intestines of children with autism, ie, the measles virus in the
intestine is a side effect of autism, not a cause: In addition, in order to implicate measles virus
as a cause of autism, it would be important to show that measles virus is not present in the
bowel of heaithy children who are of the same age as the autistic children and have the same
history of measles infection and the same vaccination status. Also, there is no scientific
avidence to show how intestinat inflammation with measles virus would cause the chronic
neurological and behavioral difficulties seen with autism.

Q. What if measles virus is shown to be associated with autism? Would that mean we should
stop vaccinating against measles?

A. If measles virus is shown to be associated with autism, it would be most likely that the wild
measles virus would be a greater cause of autism than vaccine virus. Thereforg, it is likely that
in preventing wild measies virus infections, we atso would be reducing the total number of
cases of autism. People infected with wild type measles virus develop severe infections.
Vaccination exposes the child to a weaker measles virus and pravents the complications of
these severe infections. As an example, a severe degenerative infection of the brain (sub-
acute sclerosing panencephalitis or SSPE) can occur following wild - type measles virus
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-infection. Vaccine virus does not cause this severe degenerative infection and vaccination
programs in the United States have virtually eliminated such complications by controlling
measles.

Q. What can happen if parents don't get their child immunized?

A. Without immunizations, a child can catch diseases that may cause high fever, coughing,
choking, breathing preblems, and even brain injury. These ilinesses may leave 2 child deaf or
blind, cause paralysis, and even death. Around 1960, there were over a haif a million measles
cases and more than 400 deaths associated with this disease. Thanks to immunization efforts,
there were only 100 cases of measies in 1998 and zero deaths related to measies. Despite
this and other successes, some parents still refuse to have their children immunized. This not
only puts their chiid at risk, it also opens up the possibility of outbreaks in schools, child care
centers and other public seftings.

Q. Why should we still vaccinate against measles when cases are so uncommon?

A. Before measles immunizations were available, nearly everyone in the U.S. got measies
disease. There were approximately 2 to 4 million measles cases each year. An average of
450 measles-associated deaths were reported each year between 1953 and 1983. Currently
measies virus is common throughout the world and is frequently imported into the U.S. in
1998, 100 cases of measles occurred in the U.S. In 1998 and 1999, all measles cases in the
U.S. were linked to imported cases. A reduction in measles immunization rates would
substantially increase the potential size and morbidity of any outbreak. That means we would
see more peopie die from measles. -

Q. What are the known complications of measles vaccination?

A. Measles vaccine is very safe; most people have no reactions. About 5 percent fo 15
percent of vaccinees may develop a fever 5 to 12 days after MMR vaccination. The fever
usually iasts one to two days and usually is not associated with other symptoms. About 5
percent of MMR recipients may develop a transient rash one to two weeks after immunization.
Central nervous system disturbances, such as encephalitis, have been reported with a
frequency of less than one per 1 million doses administered, a frequency many times lower
than the incidence of serious centrai nervous system disorders that follow natural infection.

Q. Aren't measles, mumps and rubells refatively harmless illnesses?

A. Measles is a highly contagious serious viral infection. The ililness is characterized by a
rash, but the virus can also spread through the body causing pneumonia, diarrhea, or ear
infections in up to 10% of people. In addition, it can cause an infection of the brain
(encephalitis), which can cause permanent brain damage. Approximately 20% of people with
measlies will be hospitalized and for every 1,000 people who get measies, 1 to 2 will die.
Measlies vaccine (contained in MMR, MR and measles vaccines) can prevent this disease.
Mumps causes fever, headache and swelling of one or both cheeks or sides of the Jaw. Four
to six persons out of 100 who get mumps will get meningitis, an inflammation of the lining of
the brain. Inflammation of the testicles, which may lead to sterility, occurs in about 4 of every
10 adult males who get mumps. Mumps also may result in hearing loss, which is usualiy
permanent. Rubelia is also known as German measles. Rubella is a mild disease in children
and young adults, causing rash and fever for 2 to 3 days. However, rubella can cause
devastating birth defects if acquired by a pregnant woman; there is at least 20% chance of
damage to the fetus if 2 woman is infected early in pregnancy.

Q. What is being done to find the causes of autism and to ensure the safety of the MMR
vaccine?

A. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention is coriduciing cther scientific studies
to further examine any possible association between autism and the MMR vaccine
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Additionally, England's Medical Research Council will fund one of the largest studies of autism
ever attempted. The study will aitempt to discover the causes of autism. The CDC and the
AAP continues to recommend wo doses of MMR vaccine for alt children. The first dose is
recommended at 12-15 months of age and the second dose is recommended at 4-8 years of
age. Immunizations are one of the most important ways that parents can protect their children
against serious infectious diseases.

© 2001 - Amarican Academy of Pediatiics
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