
Herd Immunity 

 

What is Herd Immunity? 

When a high percentage of the population is vaccinated, it is difficult for infectious diseases to 
spread because there are not many people who can be infected. For example, if someone with 
measles is surrounded by people who are vaccinated against measles, the disease cannot easily be 
passed on to anyone, and it will quickly disappear again. This is called ‘herd immunity’, and it 
gives protection to vulnerable people such as newborn babies, elderly people and those who are 
too sick to be vaccinated. 

Herd immunity does not protect against all vaccine-preventable diseases. The best example of this 
is tetanus, which is caught from bacteria in the environment, not from other people who have the 
disease. No matter how many people around you are vaccinated against tetanus, it will not 
protect you from tetanus. 

How does Herd Immunity work? 
Herd immunity only works if most people in the population are vaccinated (for example, 19 out of 
every 20 people need to be vaccinated against measles to protect people who are not vaccinated). 
If people are not vaccinated, herd immunity is not guaranteed to protect them. Vaccination rates 
are high in the United Kingdom as a whole, but this hides the fact that rates are much lower in 
some parts of the UK and in some communities.  (This is true of the United States as well; overall 
vaccination rates are high, but in some states the rates are below what is needed for herd 
immunity to be effective). 

If you live in an area where vaccine coverage is low, and your child is not vaccinated, it's quite 
likely that many of the people they come into contact with will not be vaccinated either. If one of 
these people gets an infectious disease like measles, they can easily pass it on to the other 
unvaccinated people around them, and in some cases the disease can then spread very quickly 
through the population. This is what happened during the 2013 measles outbreak in Wales. 

Unlike vaccination, herd immunity does not give a high level of individual protection, and so it is 
not a good alternative to getting vaccinated. 

 



People who depend on Herd Immunity 

Some people in the community rely on herd immunity to protect them. These groups are 
particularly vulnerable to disease, but often cannot safely receive vaccines: 

 People without a fully-working immune system, including those without a working 
spleen 

 People on chemotherapy treatment whose immune system is weakened 
 People with HIV 
 Newborn babies who are too young to be vaccinated 
 Elderly people 

 Many of those who are very ill in hospital 

 

For these people, herd immunity is a vital way of protecting them against life-threatening disease. 

 

 

 

 

 

Article reprinted from Oxford Vaccination Group at http://www.ovg.ox.ac.uk/herd-immunity 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ovg.ox.ac.uk/herd-immunity

