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WHAT



WHAT
Pneumococcal (“nu-mo-kok-al”) Disease is a 
leading cause of serious illness in children and 
adults throughout the world. It is one of the 
most prevalent diseases that can be prevented by 
a vaccine. Pneumococcal Disease is caused by a 
common bacteria, Streptococcus Pneumoniae 
(S. pneumoniae, or “Strep nu-mone-ee-eye”), 
which can attack different parts of the body. 
Pneumococcal Disease is not the same as 
pneumonia, which is a type of infection that can 
be caused by the S. pneumoniae when it affects the 
lungs but also by many other bacteria and viruses.

What is Pneumococcal Disease?

PREVENTION
Pneumococcal vaccine prevents the following illnesses  
all caused by the same germ: 

Pneumonia (infection of the lungs)

Meningitis (infection of the covering of the brain)

Bacteremia (infection of the blood)
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HOWHow is it spread?

The bacteria that cause Pneumococcal Disease 
commonly live in the airways and lungs of 
healthy adults. 

Pneumococcal Disease occurs when the bacteria 
spread to other regions of the body. The bacteria 
are spread by droplets from a sneeze, cough 
or runny nose of a person who is carrying the 
bacteria.2 

Pneumococcal infections are most common 
during the winter and in early spring when we 
are more likely to remain indoors near other 
people for longer periods of time. This is also 
true for other diseases spread by coughs and 
sneezes.3
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WHO?Who is affected?

Pneumococcal Disease most commonly occurs 
among young children, the elderly, or among 
people with other serious illnesses, such as chronic 
lung cancer, heart disease or kidney disease. 

Others at risk include: 

•	alcoholics 

•	diabetics 

•	people with sickle cell anemia, and 

•	people with HIV/AIDS.4

Pneumococcal Disease 

causes more deaths in the United 

States each year than all other vaccine 

preventable diseases combined.1



PROTECT
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The best way to protect against Pneumococcal 
Disease is through vaccination. 

The Pneumococcal Polysaccharide Vaccine, 
PPSV23, helps to prevent against 23 strains 
of pneumococcus, the bacteria that cause 
Pneumococcal Disease. 

Vaccines cannot prevent all cases of infection. 
However, compared to people who don’t get 
vaccinated, those who do and still become ill tend 
to have milder cases of infections and fewer serious 
complications.5 

For most people, one shot of the pneumococcal 
vaccine is recommended.6

WHOHow can a vaccine protect me?
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WHOWho should receive the vaccine?

It is recommended that everyone aged 65 or older 
receive the pneumococcal vaccine, including people 
who were previously vaccinated but who have not 
received this vaccine within 5 years (and were younger 
than 65 at the time of vaccination)7. 

Anyone with HIV is recommended to receive the 
vaccine as soon as possible after that diagnosis is 
confirmed.8 If earlier vaccination status is unknown, 
people in these categories are also recommended to be 
given the pneumococcal vaccine.9 

Additionally, adults 19 years and older who smoke or 
who have asthma, are recommended to receive the 
PPSV23 vaccine.10 
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SIDE EFFECTS

Anyone can get Pneumococcal Disease, but some groups 
are more likely than others to be infected or to suffer 
more serious disease. Such groups include people who: 

•	have chronic illness (diabetes, asthma, heart 
disease, etc.)

•	have immunocompromised conditions (due to 
disease, cancer, chemotherapy, or steroids)

•	have AIDS/HIV 

•	have anatomic or functional asplenia (are without 
a spleen)

•	have leukemia

Additionally, the following groups of people are at 
increased risk for severe disease:

•	are African-American

•	are Alaskan Natives or are from certain American 
Indian populations

•	are residents of long-term care facilities, like 
nursing homes.11

High-risk groups

PPSV23 is mainly recommended for adults and anyone 
2 years and older who belong to the high-risk groups. 

The safety of PPSV23 during the first trimester of 
pregnancy has not been evaluated.12 

When cancer chemotherapy or other 
immunosuppressive therapy is being considered, 
the interval between vaccinations and initiation of 
immunosuppressive therapy is suggested to be at least 
2 weeks. 

Vaccination during chemotherapy or radiation 
treatment should be avoided.13 

Who should not 
be vaccinated?

If you have any questions about whether 

you should receive the PPSV23 vaccine, 

please consult your doctor or a medical 

professional.



As with any vaccine, common side effects may occur. 
These may include, but are not limited to, short-term 
soreness at the site of injection, headaches, and fever. 
These may last for as short as a couple of hours or as long 
as a day.

No neurologic disorders (i.e. Guillain-Barré syndrome) 
have been associated with the pneumococcal vaccine.14 

PPSV23 does not contain thimerosal.15 
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SIDE EFFECTS

Who should not 
be vaccinated?

Are there side effects or illness related to vaccination?
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SHOULD
If you are in a group that is recommended to receive 
the PPSV23 vaccine, and have already had an infection 
related to Pneumococcal Disease, it is recommended that 
you still receive the vaccine. PPSV23 protects against 23 

of the most common strains of the organism that causes 
Pneumococcal Disease and will reduce your chance for 
another infection from another type of pneumococcus.

I’ve had Pneumococcal Disease before, should I get vaccinated?
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The NEA Health Information Network (NEA HIN) is the 
non-profit health and safety affiliate of the National Education 
Association. It provides health and safety information, 
materials, programs, and services to NEA’s members and the 
students they serve. The mission of NEA HIN is to improve 
the health and safety of the school community by developing 
and disseminating information and programs that educate and 
empower school professionals and positively impact the lives of 
students. 

Founded in 1987, NEA HIN takes on some of the nation’s most 
critical public health issues as it develops and delivers timely 
health and safety programs designed to improve the quality of 
life impacting the school environment. NEA HIN works in 
the areas of disease prevention and management, mental health 
and wellness, environmental health, and school and community 
safety. 

For more information about NEA HIN, visit  
www.neahin.org.

For additional information, see:  
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,  
Adult Vaccination Information  
www.cdc.gov/vaccines/spec-grps/adults.htm

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,  
Vaccines and Preventable Diseases:  
Pneumococcal Vaccination 
www.cdc.gov/vaccines/vpd-vac/pneumo/default.htm

Immunization Action Coalition  
www.immunize.org

RESOURCES
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