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Cold Chain

The Vaccine cold chain is a temperature controlled environment used to   

maintain and distribute vaccines in optimal conditions. The cold chain relies on 

three main elements:

•Well-trained personnel

•Reliable transportation and storage equipment              

•Efficient management procedures

Vaccine Storage and Handling Guidelines

• Assign primary vaccine management responsibilities to one person

• Designate a back-up vaccine management person

• Provide staff training on vaccine storage and handling.

• All staff assigned to vaccine storage and handling responsibilities must complete a vaccine 

storage and handling training to be determined by The Office of Immunization at the Rhode Island 

Department of Health (RIDOH)

Vaccine Storage Requirements

• Stand alone refrigerator units are recommended for refrigerated vaccines

• Stand alone freezer units are recommended for frozen vaccines

• Vaccine storage unit must be large enough to store year’s largest vaccine inventory (flu season)

• Vaccine storage units must be dedicated to vaccines only (no food or beverages)

• Do not store biologics (urine and blood) with vaccines

• Dorm style refrigerators (freezer inside fridge compartment) are not acceptable

for vaccine storage (A Dorm Style Refrigerator is classified as any size refrigerator with one external

door and having a freezer within the refrigerator compartment). Per CDC, all vaccines stored in a 

dorm-style unit will be deemed non-viable and need to be returned. 
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Store refrigerated vaccines between 35°F and 46°F (optimal storage temperature is 40°F/41°F)

Store frozen vaccines Between -58°F and +5°F





Vaccine Inventory Control

• Conduct a vaccine inventory at least once per week and when vaccine is delivered

• Avoid stocking excessive vaccine supplies. Limit inventory to a minimum of a 30-day / max 120-day supply 

• Monitor expiration dates, rotate stock using shorter expiration dates first

• If vaccines are 4 months from expiring and will not be used before the expiration date:

a. Locate another SSV enrolled provider who is willing to accept vaccines transferred for use

b. Record transfer information in OSMOSSIS 

c. Use vaccine transport protocols when transferring vaccines (see Appendix A-cold chain)

d. Opened multi-dose vials cannot be transferred to another practice

• Never use expired vaccine or diluent.

• Report expired or wasted vaccines via OSMOSSIS immediately

Storage of Non-Vaccine Products

Food and Beverages

Never store food or beverages inside the vaccine refrigerator or freezer.

This practice results in frequent opening of the storage unit door and greater chance for 
temperature instability and excessive exposure to light. It may also result in spills and 

contamination inside the compartment.

Medications and Other Medical Supplies
Other medications and other medical supplies should not be stored inside the 

vaccine storage unit. If there is no other choice, these products must be stored below the 
vaccines on a different shelf. This prevents contamination of the vaccines should the other 

products spill, and this reduces the likelihood of medication errors.

Bodily fluids should never be stored with vaccines
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Temperature Monitoring

• Manually check temperatures twice a day even if using continuous temperature recording device

• Check once at opening and once at closing

• Document time of temperature monitoring

•Include initials of person documenting temperature

• Use temperature log for both refrigerator and freezer units

• Keep temperature logs for 3 years

• Take IMMEDIATE ACTION when the temperature is outside the recommended range: 

1 - Contact each vaccine manufacturer

2 - Report when temperatures were last taken and report current temperatures

3- Keep a log and follow recommendations

4- Report issue and actions to RIDOH vaccine coordinator at 222-4639

• Do NOT administer mishandled vaccine without first contacting the manufacturer 

• Use OSMOSSIS to report and return vaccines - DO NOT DISCARD unless instructed to do so by RIDOH  

• Each refrigerator and freezer unit must have a temperature recording device

• Use a certified calibrated thermometer 

Certified Calibrated Thermometers

All SSV providers are able to receive a state supplied 

continuous temperature monitoring system.

*Providers are responsible to have the temperature units calibrated every 2-years*

Practice is not required to have the state –supplied temperature monitoring device and can purchase their own. 

A continuous monitoring device is required and must meet CDC guidelines for certified thermometers.
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Emergency Relocation of Vaccine Planning

• Develop and keep a current VACCINE STORAGE DISASTER PLAN. Have the 
written plan available for all staff to see and present it at each routine site assessment 
visit (see Appendix B)

• Plan includes identifying a back-up site with a generator in the event of equipment 
failure or power outage

Emergency procedures may be 
necessary in a variety situations 
including:

• Equipment failure

• Impending emergency

• Power Outages

If power loss is short-term  (usually 2 
hours or less) and depending on room 
temperature, storage temperatures can 
probably be maintained with water 
bottles in the refrigerator, frozen coolant 
packs in the freezer and by taking the 
following steps:

• Do not open storage unit until power 
is restored

• Continue to monitor temperatures of 
each unit

• When power is restored, if 
temperatures are outside of 
recommended ranges, document 
duration of inappropriate 
temperature exposure and follow 
procedures for calling manufacturers 
and reporting to the Office of 
Immunization 

Do not allow vaccines to remain in a 
nonfunctioning unit for an extended 
period of time.  If you are unsure of how 
long the power interruption will last, 
activate your Emergency Plan



Vaccine Deliveries
It is important to establish routine, systematic procedures for handling vaccine shipments

Receiving Vaccine Deliveries
• Arrange for vaccine deliveries to be made only when the vaccine coordinator or 

alternate coordinator is on duty (consider holidays, vacations, staff schedules, and 
changes in hours of operation).

• All staff members (including non-medical staff) must be aware of the importance of 
maintaining the vaccine cold chain and need to immediately notify the vaccine 
coordinator of the arrival of vaccines so that they can be handled and stored 
properly.

Checking the Condition of the Deliveries
• Examine the shipping container and its contents for any signs of physical damage.

• Cross check the contents with the packing slip to be sure they match

• Check the vaccine lot # and expiration dates to be sure that you have not received 
any vaccines or diluents that have already expired or will expire soon

• Check that the correct amount and type of diluents have been shipped

• Check the hot/cold temperature strips to determine if vaccines or diluents have 
been exposed to temperatures outside the recommended range

• Vaccines that require diluents will arrive in the same shipping container

• For varicella-containing vaccines, the diluents should be in a separate 
compartment of the same container

• Check that the vaccines were stacked properly. There should be an  insulating 
barrier ( such as bubble wrap or Styrofoam pellets) between the vaccines and the 
refrigerated or frozen coolant packs 

• Immediately store vaccines in the proper vaccine storage unit

1. Rotate vaccines using shorter expiration dates first

2. Label vaccines ie: Pedi/State, Adult/State, or Adult/Private

3. Be sure there is appropriate space between vaccines for air flow

If there are any discrepancies with the packaging slip or concerns about the 
shipment, identify the vaccines with a marking or label, separate from other 
vaccines, store the vaccines under appropriate conditions, do not use, and 
call the immunization program for guidance.
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