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Gelatin, Egg Allergies May Not Rule Out Vaccines
B Y  S U S A N  L O N D O N

S E AT T L E —  Children who are
allergic to gelatin or egg protein
still can receive key childhood
vaccines containing these agents,
but vaccination should be done
by an allergy specialist under
well-controlled conditions, ac-
cording to Dr. John Kelso.

Gelatin is one of the ingredi-
ents in the measles, mumps, and
rubella vaccine (MMR-II), Dr.
Kelso said at a meeting spon-

sored by the American Academy
of Pediatrics. “In the vast ma-
jority of people who have an al-
lergic reaction to MMR, it’s be-
cause of allergy to the gelatin.” 

Various other vaccines also
contain gelatin, said Dr. Kelso,
who is a pediatric allergy and
immunology specialist at the
Scripps Clinic in San Diego. (See
table below.) 

“Prior to giving someone a
gelatin-containing vaccine, you
should ask them if they are al-

lergic to Jell-O or gelatin,” he ad-
vised. “There is some yield with
that question, but it’s not a per-
fect test because there are chil-
dren who can eat Jell-O and not
have a problem, but when it is in-
jected in their arm, they have
anaphylaxis.” 

Children who have a history of
reactions to gelatin should be re-
ferred to an allergist for definitive
testing, Dr. Kelso said. If the child
is confirmed to have an allergy,
the allergist can administer the

vaccine using strategies
such as graded dosing.

Two types of vac-
cines—influenza vac-
cines and the yellow
fever vaccine—contain
egg protein. Hence,
children should be
asked about egg aller-
gy before these vac-
cines are administered.

“In one study, they
gave influenza vaccine
to egg-allergic chil-
dren and nothing hap-
pened,” he noted.
However, the amount
of egg protein in any

given year’s influenza vaccine
varies considerably, so it is un-
clear what would happen if the
current year’s vaccine con-
tained greater amounts of the
protein.

“The AAP’s Red Book unfor-
tunately concluded that egg-al-
lergic children should just not
be given the influenza vaccine
and that antivirals should be
considered instead. But if you
have a child whom you would
really like to receive an influen-
za vaccine—even if they are egg
allergic—please send them to
your local allergist,” he said.
“We can skin test them with the
vaccine itself and with egg for
that matter because that’s an al-
lergy that is commonly out-
grown. Then, if we need to, we
can administer the vaccine in
graded doses.”

The MMR and rabies vaccines
are grown in cell cultures of
chick embryo fibroblasts and not
in eggs, observed Dr. Kelso, who
said he had no conflicts of inter-
est related to this presentation.
Hence, these vaccines contain
virtually no egg protein. “So even

children who have a truly life-
threatening egg allergy can get
these vaccines with no testing
and no graded dosing,” he said.

He encouraged pediatricians
to report any reaction even po-
tentially related to a vaccine
through the online Vaccine Ad-
verse Event Reporting System
(VAERS) at https://secure.vaers.
org/VaersDataEntryIntro.htm. 

“Please submit these re-
ports—it’s very important be-
cause this is how these very rare
reactions to vaccines come to
light,” he explained.

For definitive, current infor-
mation on vaccines, including
their components, Dr. Kelso rec-
ommended the Pink Book, for-
mally titled “Epidemiology and
Prevention of Vaccine-Prevent-
able Diseases,” which is pub-
lished by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. “The
entire book is available online. It’s
a tremendous resource and it is
continually updated,” he noted.
Go to www.cdc.gov/vaccines/
Pubs/pinkbook/downloads/
appendices/B/excipient-table-
2.pdf. ■E
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Selected Vaccines That Contain Gelatin
Indication Vaccine
diphtheria, tetanus, and acellular pertussis (DTaP) Tripedia
DTaP/Haemophilus influenzae type B combination TriHIBit
influenza Fluzone
Japanese encephalitis JE-Vax
measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) MMR-II
measles, mumps, rubella, and varicella (MMRV) ProQuad
typhoid (oral form) Vivotif
varicella Varivax
yellow fever YF-Vax
zoster Zostavax

Source: The Pink Book, 11th ed.




