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Don’t Be Guilty of These Errors in Vaccine Storage and Handling 
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The following are frequently reported errors in vaccine storage and handling. Some of these errors are much more serious than others, 
but none of them should occur.  Be sure your clinic or practice is not making errors such as these.
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Technical content reviewed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, April 2011.

Error #1: Designating only one person, rather than at least two, 
to be responsible for storage and handling of vaccines
Since vaccines are both expensive and fragile, everyone in the office should 
know the basics of vaccine handling, including what to do when a shipment 
arrives and what to do in the event of an equipment failure or power outage. 
It’s very important to train at least one back-up person in all aspects of proper 
storage and handling of vaccines. The back-up and primary persons should be 
equally familiar with all aspects of vaccine storage and handling, including know-
ing how to handle vaccines when they arrive, how to properly record refrigera-
tor and freezer temperatures, and should be prepared to lead the response to 
an equipment problem or power outage.

Error #2: Refrigerating vaccine in a manner that could jeopar-
dize its quality
The temperature in the vegetable bins, on the floor, next to the walls, in the 
door, and near the cold air outlet from the freezer may differ significantly from the 
temperature in the body of the refrigerator: do not store your vaccines or place 
thermometers in these locations. Always store vaccines in their original packag-
ing in the body of the refrigerator away from these locations, and place your 
thermometer with the vaccines. Place vaccine packages in such a way that air can 
circulate around the compartment. Never overpack a refrigerator compartment. 

Error #3: Storing food and drinks in the vaccine refrigerator 
Frequent opening of the refrigerator door to retrieve food items can adversely 
affect the internal temperature of the unit and damage vaccines. 

Error #4: Inadvertently leaving the refrigerator or freezer door 
open or having inadequate seals
Remind staff to close the unit doors tightly each time they open them. Also, 
check the seals on the doors on a regular schedule, and if there is any indication 
the door seal may be cracked or not sealing properly, have it replaced. Replac-
ing a seal is much less costly than replacing a box of pneumococcal conjugate or 
varicella vaccine.

Error #5: Storing vaccine in a dorm-style refrigerator
All vaccines should be stored in a refrigerator and/or freezer unit that is designed 
specifically for the storage of biologics or, alternatively, in a separate free-stand-
ing unit. A dorm-style combination refrigerator-freezer unit with just one exte-
rior door has been shown to be unacceptable no matter where the vaccine was 
placed inside the unit. Small stand-alone refrigerator or freezer units are best for 
short-term storage needs. 

Error #6: Recording temperatures only once per day
Temperatures fluctuate throughout the day. Temperatures in the refrigertor and 
freezer should be checked at the beginning and end of the day to determine if 
the unit is getting too cold or too warm. Ideally, you should have continuous 
thermometers that record temperatures all day and all night; those with alarms 
can alert you when temperatures go out of range. A less expensive alternative 
is to purchase maximum/minimum thermometers. Only thermometers with a 
Current Certificate of Traceability and Calibration* should be used for vaccine 
storage. It’s also a good idea to record the room temperature on your temper-
ature log in case there is a problem with the storage unit. This information may 

be helpful to the vaccine manufacturer and/or state immunization program in 
determining whether your vaccine is still usable.

Error #7: Recording temperatures for only the refrigerator or 
freezer, rather than both
It is essential to monitor and record temperatures in all refrigerators and freez-
ers used to store vaccine. At all times you should have calibrated thermometers 
in the refrigerators as well as the freezers. Assure that your storage tempera-
ture monitoring is accurate by purchasing thermometers that have a Certificate 
of Traceability and Calibration* and recalibrate them according to the manufac-
turer’s instructions. Your state immunization program may be able to provide 
more information on calibrated thermometers.

Error #8: Documenting out-of-range temperatures on vaccine 
temperature logs but not taking action
Documenting temperatures is not enough. Acting on the information is es-
sential! So, what should you do? Notify your supervisor whenever you have 
an out-of-range temperature. Sometimes the solution is as simple as shutting 
a door left ajar or re-checking a freezer temperature that is slightly elevated as 
it goes through a normal, brief defrost cycle. Check the condition of the unit 
for problems. Are the seals on the door tight? Is there excessive lint or dust on 
the coils? After you have made any adjustment, document the date, time, tem-
perature, the nature of the problem, the action you took, and the results of 
your action. Recheck the temperature every two hours. Call maintenance or a 
repair person if the temperature is still out of range. If the solution is not quick 
and easy, you will need to safeguard your vaccines by moving them to another 
storage unit that is functioning at the proper temperature. Label the affected 
vaccines “Do not use” and contact your state immunization program or vac-
cine manufacturer to find out if the affected vaccine is still usable.  Be sure to 
notify your state’s VFC Program Coordinator if VFC vaccine was involved.  

Error #9: Discarding temperature logs at the end of every month
It’s important that you keep your temperature logs for at least three years. As 
your refrigerator or freezer ages, you can track recurring problems. If out-of-
range temperatures have been documented, you can determine how long 
and how often this has been happening and take appropriate action. It’s also a 
great way to demonstrate why you need a new refrigerator or freezer. 

Error #10: Discarding multi-dose vials 30 days after they are opened
Don’t discard your multi-dose vials of vaccines prematurely. Almost all multi-
dose vaccine vials contain a preservative and can be used until the expiration 
date on the vial unless there is actual contamination or the vials are not stored 
under appropriate temperatures. However, you must discard multi-dose vials 
of reconstituted vaccine (e.g., meningococcal polysaccharide, yellow fever) 
if they are not used within a defined period after reconstitution. Refer to the 
vaccine package inserts for detailed information.

Error #11: Not having emergency plans for a power outage or 
natural disaster
Every clinic should have a written Emergency Response Plan that identifies 
a refrigerator and freezer in another location (ideally, a storage unit with a 
back-up generator) in which to store vaccine in the event of a power outage 
or natural disaster.  Consider arranging in advance for a local hospital or simi-
lar facility to be your back-up location if you should need it. Be sure back-up 
location staff understand vaccine storage and will allow you to supervise place-
ment and verify storage temperatures so vaccine is not damaged.

*A calibrated thermometer with a Certificate of Traceability and Calibration with calibra-
tion measurements traceable to a testing laboratory accredited by the International 
Organization of Standardization, to the Standards of the National Institute of Standards and 
Technology, or to another internationally recognized standards agency.

Follow these procedures:
1. Close the door tightly and/or plug in the refrigerator/freezer.

2. Ensure the vaccine is kept at appropriate temperatures. Make sure the refrig- 
erator/freezer is working properly or move the vaccines to a unit that is.  
Do not discard the affected vaccines. Mark the vaccines so that the  
potentially compromised vaccines can be easily identified.

3.  Notify the local or state health department or call the manufacturer (see 
manufacturers’ phone numbers below).

4. Record action taken.

Record this information*:
1. Temperature of refrigerator: current______  max.______   min.______

2. Temperature of freezer: current______  max.______   min.______

3.  Air temperature of room where refrigerator is located:______

4.  Estimated amount of time the unit’s temperature was outside normal range:   

             refrigerator _______       freezer ________

5. Vaccines in the refrigerator/freezer during the event (use the table below)

Emergency Response Worksheet
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What to do in case of a power failure or another event that results in vaccine storage  
outside of the recommended temperature range

* Using a recording thermometer is the most effective method of tracking the refrigerator and freezer temperatures over time. Visually checking  
thermometers twice a day is an effective method to identify inconsistent or fluctuating temperatures in a refrigerator and freezer.

Adapted by the Immunization Action Coalition, courtesy of the Michigan Department of Community Health

 Other Conditions

 1.  Prior to this event, was the vaccine exposed to temperatures outside the recommended range? Y N

 2. Were water bottles in the refrigerator and ice packs in the freezer at the time of this event? Y N 

 3. Other:  _____________________________________________________________________________

      _____________________________________________________________________________

    _____________________________________________________________________________

Manufacturers
Crucell Vaccines Inc.  (800) 533-5899
CSL Biotherapies, Inc. (888) 435-8633
GlaxoSmithKline  (888) 825-5249
MedImmune, Inc. (877) 633-4411
Merck & Co., Inc.  (800) 672-6372
Novartis Vaccines (800) 244-7668
Pfizer Inc. (800) 438-1985
sanofi pasteur (800) 822-2463

Other Resources

Local health department phone number ____________________________  State health department phone number _____________________________  

Vaccines Stored in Refrigerator

Vaccine, manufacturer,  
and lot #

Expiration  
           date 

# of doses # of affected 
vials 

 
Vaccines Stored in Freezer

Vaccine, manufacturer,  
and lot #

Expiration  
          date 

# of doses
# of affected 

vials 
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Action taken
 

Action taken

Technical content reviewed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, October 2010.

Establish Storage and Handling Policies
  1.   We have designated a primary vaccine coordinator and at least one back-up coordinator to be in charge of vaccine   
    storage and handling at our facility.

  2.   Both the primary and back-up vaccine coordinator(s) have completely reviewed either CDC's online vaccine    
    storage and handling guidance or equivalent training materials offered by our state health department's    
    immunization program.

   3.   We have detailed, up-to-date, written policies for general vaccine management, including policies for routine   
    activities and an emergency vaccine-retrieval-and-storage plan for power outages and other problems. Our  
    policies are based on CDC's vaccine storage and handling guidance and/or on instruction from our state or local  
    health department's immunization program.

  4.   We review these policies with all staff annually and with new staff, including temporary staff, when they are  hired.

Log In New Vaccine Shipments
  5.  We maintain a vaccine inventory log that we use to document the following: 

      a. Vaccine name and number of doses received

     b. Date we received the vaccine

     c. Condition of vaccine when we received it

     d. Vaccine manufacturer and lot number

     e. Vaccine expiration date

Use Proper Storage Equipment
   6.  We store vaccines in refrigerator and freezer units designed specifically for storing biologics, including vaccines.   
    Alternatively, we keep frozen and refrigerated vaccines in separate, free-standing freezer and refrigerator units. At   
    a minimum, we use a household-style unit with a separate exterior door for the freezer and separate thermostats for   
    the freezer and refrigerator. We do NOT use a dormitory-style unit (a small combination freezer-refrigerator unit with  
    a freezer compartment inside the refrigerator).

  7.  We use only calibrated thermometers with a Certificate of Traceability and Calibration* that are recalibrated as   
    recommended by the manufacturer.

  8.  We have planned back-up storage unit(s) in the event of a power failure or other unforseen event. We perform   
    regular maintenance to assure optimal functioning.

Ensure Optimal Operation of Storage Units
 9.  We have a "Do Not Unplug" sign next to the electrical outlets for the refrigerator and freezer and a "Do Not Stop   
  Power" warning label by the circuit breaker for the electrical outlets. Both include emergency contact information.

  10.  We keep the storage unit clean, dusting the coils and cleaning beneath it every 3–6 months.

Checklist for Safe Vaccine Storage and Handling
Here are the most important things you can do to safeguard your vaccine supply.  Are you doing them all?  Review this list to see 
where you might make improvements in your vaccine management practices. Fill in each box with either         or         .
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Technical content reviewed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, July 2011.

YES NO

YES NO

*Certificate of Traceability and Calibration with calibration measurements traceable to a testing laboratory accredited by the International Organiza-
tion of Standardization, to the standards of the National Institute of Standards and Technology, or to another internationally recognized standards 
agency.

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

YES NO

Maintain Correct Temperatures
  11.  We always keep at least one accurate calibrated thermometer (+/-1ºC [+/-2ºF]) with the vaccines in the refrigerator;  
     ideally, we have a continuous-temperature logger and/or temperature-sensitive alarm system.

  12.  We maintain the refrigerator temperature at 35–46ºF (2–8ºC), and we aim for 40ºF (5ºC).

YES NO

YES NO

(Maintain Correct Temperatures continued on page 2)

Use IAC’s Storage and Handling Materials to Help 
Safeguard Your Valuable Vaccine Supply
These materials are ready for you to download, copy, and use!

Manage vaccine inventories. 
Inventory your vaccine supplies at least monthly and before 
placing an order. Expired vaccine must never be used and 
is money wasted!

Always use the vaccine with the soonest  
expiration date first. 
Move vaccine with the soonest expiration date to the front  
of the storage unit and mark it to be used first. Keep vaccine 
vials in their original boxes. 

Store vaccine appropriately.† 

Place vaccines in refrigerator or freezer immediately upon 
receiving shipment. Place vaccine in clearly labeled wire 
baskets or other open containers with a 2–3" separation be-
tween baskets and from wall of unit. Separate VFC-supplied 
vaccines from vaccines that are privately purchased. Do not 
store vaccines in the door or on the floor of the unit.

Stabilize temperatures.
Store ice packs in the freezer and large jugs of water in the 
refrigerator along with the vaccines. This will help maintain a 
stable, cold temperature in case of a power failure or if the re-
frigerator or freezer doors are opened frequently or left open. 
Frequent opening of either the refrigerator or freezer door 
can lead to temperature variations inside, which could affect  
vaccine efficacy. For this reason you should not store food 
or beverages in the refrigerator or freezer.

Safeguard the electrical supply to the refrigerator. 
Make sure the refrigerator and freezer are plugged into outlets 
in a protected area where they cannot be disconnected ac-
cidentally. Label the refrigerator, freezer, electrical outlets, 
fuses, and circuit breakers on the power circuit with informa-
tion that clearly identifies the perishable nature of vaccines 
and the immediate steps to be taken in case of interruption 
of power. If your building has auxiliary power, use the outlet 
supplied by that system.

Vaccine Handling Tips
Outdated or improperly stored vaccines won’t protect patients!

*MMR may be stored in either the freezer or the refrigerator.
†Refer to package insert for specific instructions on the storage of each vaccine. If you have questions about the condition of the vaccine upon arrival, 
you should immediately place the vaccine in recommended storage, mark it “do not use,” and then call your state health department or the vaccine 
manufacturer(s) to determine whether the potency of the vaccine(s) has been affected.  For other questions, call the immunization program at your 
state or local health department.

Record your health department’s phone number here:
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Technical content reviewed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, March 2011.

DTaP, Tdap, Td, DT
Hib
Hepatitis A  
Hepatitis B
 Human papillomavirus 

 Influenza (TIV/LAIV)
  Polio (IPV)
   MMR*
   Meningococcal 
   (MCV4 & MPSV4)

    
Pneumococcal 

     (PPSV & PCV13)

 
  

   Rotavirus        
Maintain refrigerator temperature  
at 35–46°F (2–8°C) 

MMR*
MMRV
Varicella
Zoster
 

Maintain freezer temperature at  
5°F (-15°C) or colder

Freezer
Refrigerator
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Checklist for Safe Vaccine Storage and Handling: www.immunize.org/catg.d/p3035.pdf
Vaccine Handling Tips: www.immunize.org/catg.d/p3048.pdf 
Do Not Stop Power to Circuit Breaker (sign): www.immunize.org/catg.d/p2091.pdf
Do Not Unplug (sign): www.immunize.org/catg.d/p2090.pdf 
Don't Be Guilty of These Errors in Vaccine Storage and Handling: www.immunize.org/catg.d/p3036.pdf 
Emergency Response Worksheet: www.immunize.org/catg.d/p3051.pdf
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