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MMR Vaccine 

MMR vaccine protects against three serious viral diseases: measles, mumps and rubella.  
It is given in two doses, at 12-15 months and then at 4-6 years. Since it became available 
in the UK in 1988, it has been rare for children to have these previously common 
diseases.

The MMR controversy:

• A paper published in The Lancet alleged a link between the MMR triple vaccine 
and autism spectrum disorder (Wakefield et al. 1998), following the observation of 
12 children. It was suggested that giving the vaccines in three separate doses was 
safer.

• But Wakefield received funding from litigants against vaccine manufacturers, 
without informing the journal or his co-authors and he has been shown to have 
falsified study data.

• Several subsequent systematic reviews revealed no credible link between the MMR 
vaccine and autism.

• The paper has since been formally retracted by the Lancet and by 10 of 
Wakefield’s 12 co-authors. 

The media were criticised for their sensational and uncritical reporting and for giving 
inappropriate support to Wakefield’s ideas.  As a result, vaccination rates in the UK 
and Ireland dropped sharply.  The consequent increase in rates of measles and mumps 
resulted in severe, permanent injuries and in deaths.

1. Have you had measles, mumps or rubella?

2. Have you had the MMR vaccine?

3. Do you think that vaccination against measles, mumps and rubella 
should be compulsory?

4. Do you think children should have several separate vaccinations for 
these three diseases, or the combined MMR vaccine?

5. Do you accept that there is no link between autism and the MMR 
vaccine? 
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HPV Vaccine

The HPV vaccine Gardasil protects against infection by four different strains of human 
papilloma virus, the presence of which is correlated with cervical cancer in women and 
some cancers in men. The vaccination programme in the UK aims to vaccinate girls 
of 12-13 years and operates a three-year catch-up programme for girls aged 14-15.  It 
comprises three injections in the arm, the second at two months and the third at five 
months after the first.

• In 2003-4, 26.8% of women between 14-59 years carried at least one strain of HPV.
• 70% of HPV infections resolve within a year. Of the others, 5-10% of women have a 

very high risk of developing cancer over the next 15-20 years.
• HPV is the most common sexually transmitted infection, with women becoming 

infected just after they become sexually active.
• In some countries, including the USA, Canada and Australia, boys receive the HPV 

vaccine during adolescence. The UK government is being lobbied to make vaccine 
available for boys and men.

1. Do you think all girls and women should be offered the HPV 
vaccine?

2. Do yo think all boys and men should be offered the HPV vaccine?

3. Do you agree with the pressure groups that claim that use of the 
HPV vaccine will make people more sexually promiscuous? 

4. Do you think that HPV vaccination should be compulsory?

5. Do you think that having 3 injections might put people off having 
the vaccination?


