
Meningococci

Recommended complementary vaccination 
against meningitis and blood poisoning caused 
by group C meningococci.

Children often become ill especially in the autumn and winter months. 
Most of the time, these diseases, which are accompanied by a cold, fever, 
cough, diarrhoea, vomiting or skin rash, are benign and complications are 
very rare. Therefore, no one thinks of vaccinating against them. However, 
some infectious diseases are much more dangerous and can lead to se-
rious complications or even death, despite the best of treatment. In cer-
tain cases, it is possible to protect one’s child from these risks by tea-
ching his/her immune system to defend itself thanks to a vaccination. 
Vaccines contain weakened or killed microbes to which the body reacts 
as though it were a natural infection by building up its defences. By re-
sponding to the harmless vaccine, the immune system learns what to do 
in the event of the actual disease. Thanks to the training induced by the 
vaccination, the immune system can rapidly render the most dangerous 
microbes harmless, thus avoiding the disease and its complications. Each 
time a child is protected against an infectious disease, the risk of conta-
minating other children in his/her entourage is eliminated. In this way, as 
the number of vaccinated children rises, the more rare the disease beco-
mes. Vaccination is amongst one of the greatest successes of preventive 
medicine.

Vaccination against group C meningococci 
protects against infections with potentially 
serious or fatal complications.
About 15% of the general population carries meningococcal bacteria in 
their nose and throat without becoming ill. However, if the bacteria pass 
into the blood through the mucous membrane, this can lead to serious di-
seases, among which the most feared are purulent meningitis or blood 
poisoning (sepsis). There are different types of meningococci. In Switzer-
land, during the last four years, group C meningococci caused 30–50% of 
all meningococcal infections. This corresponds to about 20 cases of se-
rious illness (meningitis, blood poisoning) per year in children between 1 
and 4 years and in adolescents between 15 and 19 years of age. Other 
 types of meningococci (A, W135, Y) are rare in Switzerland but common in 
certain countries of Africa. 
Meningococcal disease is frequently associated with complications. As 
the bacteria spread through the blood stream, shock and failure of various 
organs ensue. The risk of death is about 1 in 10 persons. One in 5 infected 
persons will suffer permanent damage (loss of part of a limb, paralysis, 
impaired psychomotor development, deafness). In all cases, prompt hospi-
talisation and immediate treatment with antibiotics is essential. For sever-
al years we have been able to protect our children against these serious 
infections thanks to vaccination.

What is the ideal age for vaccination
against group C meningococci?

Meningococcal infections occur most frequently in children under the age 
of 5 years and in adolescents between the age of 15 and 19 years. For this 
reason, it is recommended to give the first vaccination between the age of 
12 and 15 months, and the second between the age of 11 and 15 years. This 
schedule provides optimal protection against diseases caused by group C

meningococci. If the first dose was not given by the age of 15 months, it may 
be given at any age up to 5 years. Adolescents who have not yet been vac-
cinated may receive the vaccination up to their 20th birthday. The conjugated 
vaccine does not provide protection against other types of meningococci. 
Unfortunately, there is still no vaccine available against group B meningo-
coccal infections (40–60% of cases in Switzerland).

Not vaccinating one’s child against group C 
meningococci has its risks.

If you choose not to have your child vaccinated against group C meningo-
cocci, he/she will be at risk of one day catching meningitis or septicaemia. 
These infections must be treated in hospital. As the disease can worsen 
rapidly and even cause death within a few hours, the best care often 
comes too late to prevent permanent damage. 

Conjugate vaccines against
group C meningococci. 

Conjugate vaccines are made by binding the sugar components of the me-
ningococcal capsule to a protein. They are already effective in infants, and 
induce an immune memory which prolongs protection for a good number 
of years. Three conjugate vaccines against group C meningococci are li-
censed in Switzerland under the trade-names Meningitec®, Menjugate® 
and NeisVac-C®. They can be administered at the same time as the other 
recommended basic vaccinations, but at another injection site. The effica-
cy is between 83 and 98% in 1- to 4-year-olds and between 93 and 96% in 
11- to 18-year-olds. This was demonstrated very impressively in the UK, 
where the number of cases of group C meningococcal infections was re-
duced by 75% due to an extensive vaccination campaign. Aluminium phos-
phate (in Meningitec®) or aluminium hydroxide (in Menjugate® and Neis-
Vac-C®), are included as adjuvant ingredients which increase the immune 
response. None of the vaccines contains thiomersal, i.e. mercury. People 
travelling to other countries may also have to be vaccinated against other 
types of meningococci. 

Side effects of the group C meningococcal 
vaccines. 

Conjugate vaccines were developed especially for infants. Slight fever, 
irritability, drowsiness and loss of appetite, as well as local reactions (in 
1–4 children out of 10) such as swelling, pain and redness, have been de-
scribed as side effects of the vaccination. Fever of over 39.5°C can trigger 
a convulsion. It is therefore very important to check the infant’s tempera-
ture after a vaccination. Adolescents often complain of muscle pain or 
headache after meningococcal vaccination. However, these transient un-
pleasant side effects are by far outweighed by the benefits of the vaccina-
tion. Other problems have been reported after meningococcal vaccination, 
but are so rare (1 in 100‘000 to 1 in 1 million) that it is difficult to say whe-
ther the vaccination is at cause or not. It must be stressed that the vac-
cines neither weaken the immune system nor increase the risk of developing 
allergies or other diseases in later life. If a special problem worries you, do 
not hesitate to discuss it with your doctor.
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Cost of the vaccination against 
group C meningococci.

This vaccination is considered so important by the health authorities that 
its cost is covered by the basic health insurance.

Your doctor recommends meningococcal 
vaccination for the health of your child. 

Meningococcal vaccination is recommended to all children for whom pa-
rents want optimal protection. The risk of a group C meningococcal infec-
tion is currently small (about 20 cases per year). However, the risk of dying 
of such an infection remains high – in spite of medical advances. This risk 
can be practically eliminated thanks to an effective and well-tolerated 
vaccine. Discuss the meningococcal vaccination with your doctor. He/she 
can give you further detailed information. 
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