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A Guide to Different 
Types of Immunity

What is Immunity?
Immunity is the term used to describe your body’s ability to defend itself from an infectious 
disease or pathogen (like a virus or bacteria). There are different kinds of immunity — 
including innate, active, and passive immunity — and each play a distinct and important role 
in helping the body prevent or fight off disease.

Innate Immunity
Innate immunity is something you are born with, and it is the body’s first line of defense against germs.1 For example, 
your skin is part of innate immunity because it stops harmful germs from entering your body. Other examples include 
mucus in your nose, which traps germs, and specialized cells in your blood that attack harmful foreign germs.2 

While innate immunity responds quickly, it isn’t always strong enough or specific enough to fully protect you  —
especially against new or serious infections. That’s where active and passive immunity come in, helping your body 
build stronger, more targeted defenses. These forms of immunity are acquired through antibodies, which are special 
proteins that fight off germs.3

Active Immunity 
Active immunity occurs when you are exposed to a germ. This exposure triggers your immune system to create 
antibodies. If you come into contact with this germ again, these antibodies can help your body remember it and fight 
the germ off more quickly. Active immunity varies but it can be longer-lasting and, for some infections, it can even last 
a lifetime.4

Vaccine-induced immunity is safer than 
natural immunity because it provides 
protection without causing illness.8 

You can acquire active immunity through:

Natural immunity (after infection)
Natural immunity provides protection after infection. Natural immunity 
occurs when your body fights off an illness on its own. In response to an 
infection, your body creates antibodies that it can use against that same 
illness in the future.6 While it is an important form of immunity, natural 
immunity comes with the risk of severe illness, hospitalization, and 
potential long-term side effects from the illness. 7 

Vaccines (before infection) 
Vaccines safely teach your body how 
to fight infections. Some use a tiny, 
harmless piece of a germ or a weakened 
version of it. Others use instructions or 
proteins to help your body recognize and 
stop the real infection.5 
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Passive Immunity
Passive immunity occurs when you receive antibodies from another source rather than by producing them yourself 
in response to an infection. This type of protection works right away, but it only lasts a few weeks or months, unlike 
active immunity, which can last much longer.9

Unlike natural infection, which can be unpredictable and even dangerous, vaccines are 
carefully tested, monitored, and administered in a controlled way. This means they help your 
body build lasting immunity with far less risk of serious complications.16 

Visit cveep.org to learn more about the latest vaccine recommendations and talk to your 
healthcare provider to ensure you are up to date.

All forms of immunity help protect against 
disease, but vaccines offer the safest and 
most reliable protection against severe 
illness and hospitalization.
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You can acquire passive immunity through:

Monoclonal antibodies
Monoclonal antibodies are 
man-made medications 
that mimic real antibodies. 
They help to fight off serious 
illnesses or prevent them from 
occurring.14

They generally provide 
immunity for one to six months 
— vaccines can provide much 
longer protection.15

Transmission from mother to child
The placenta: In the womb, the placenta continuously delivers the mother’s antibodies 
to her growing fetus.10 These antibodies stay in the baby’s body for a few months after 
birth and help protect the child once it is born.11

Breastfeeding: A mother’s breastmilk also contains antibodies to protect her infant 
from illness and infection. The milk delivered right after birth, known as colostrum, is 
most rich in these antibodies.12 

While these forms of passive immunity provide immediate protection and are 
especially important for protecting newborns in the earliest weeks and months of 
life, they are temporary. Vaccines administered in childhood provide longer-lasting 
protection and a more predictable immune response.13
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