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ness, and reduced appetite. Pets 
may also experience temporary 
pain or subtle swelling at the 
site of vaccination. Although 
most adverse reactions will 
resolve within a day or two, 
any excessive or continued 
pain, swelling, or listlessness 
should be discussed with your 
veterinarian.

Rarely, more serious ad-
verse reactions can occur. Al-
lergic reactions appear within 
minutes or hours of a vaccina-
tion and may include repeated 
vomiting or diarrhea, whole 
body itching, swelling of the 
face or legs, difficulty breath-
ing or collapse. Contact your 
veterinarian immediately if any 
of these symptoms are seen. In 
very rare instances, death could 
occur from an allergic reaction. 
There are other uncommon 
but serious adverse reactions, 
including injection site tumors 
(sarcomas) in cats, which can 
develop weeks or months after 
a vaccination. The best advice is 
to always tell your veterinarian 
about any abnormalities you 
notice after your pet has been 
vaccinated.

Why do puppies and 
kittens require a series of 

vaccinations?
Very young puppies and 

kittens are highly susceptible 
to infectious diseases because 
their immune systems are not 
fully mature. While nursing, 
their mother’s milk contains 
antibodies (special proteins) 
that provide some immunity 
to diseases; however, these 
maternal antibodies do not last 

long, and there may be gaps in 
protection as the milk antibod-
ies decrease and the puppies’ 
or kittens’ immune system isn’t 
yet capable of fighting off infec-
tion. In many instances, the first 
dose of a vaccine 
serves to prime 
the pet’s immune 
system against the 
virus or bacteria 
while subsequent 
doses help to fur-
ther stimulate the 
immune system to 
produce the anti-
bodies needed to 
protect a pet from 
specific diseases. 
To keep these gaps 
in protection as 
small as possible 
and to provide op-
timal protection 
against disease in 
the first few months of life, a 
series of vaccinations are sched-
uled, usually 3-4 weeks apart. 
For most puppies and kittens, 
the final vaccination in the 
series is administered at about 
4 months of age; however, in 
some situations, a veterinarian 
may alter this schedule based 
on an individual animal’s risk 
factors. Remember that an in-
complete series of vaccinations 
may lead to incomplete protec-
tion, making puppies and kit-
tens vulnerable to infection.

Which vaccinations 
should my pet receive?

Not all pets should be vac-
cinated with all available vac-
cines. “Core” vaccines are rec-
ommended for most pets in a 
particular area because they 

protect from diseases most 
common in that area. “Non-
Core” vaccines are reserved 
for individual pets with unique 
needs. Your veterinarian will 
consider your pet’s risk of ex-

posure to a variety of 
preventable diseases 
in order to customize 
a vaccination program 
for optimal protection 
throughout your pet’s 
life. Talk with your vet-
erinarian about your 
pet’s lifestyle includ-
ing its expected travel 
to other geographic 
locations and/or con-
tact with other ani-
mals (such as exposure 
at kennels, obedience 
classes, shows, and 
dog parks) since these 
factors impact your 
pet’s risk of exposure 

to certain diseases. For older 
pets, make sure your veterinar-
ian is aware of any previous 
adverse reactions to vaccines.

How often should my 
pet be vaccinated?

For many years, a set of an-
nual vaccinations was consid-
ered normal and necessary for 
dogs and cats. There is increas-


