
 

Study finds that additional COVID vaccine
helps protect transplant patients

April 13 2022

  
 

  

Credit: Unsplash/CC0 Public Domain

Additional booster doses of vaccine against COVID-19 are particularly
important for those who are immunosuppressed, namely those who have
had solid organ transplants, a new study shows.
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The study, published in the Journal of Infectious Diseases, shows that
even after vaccination, patients taking immunosuppressive medications
to prevent rejection of an organ transplant have higher risk for severe
COVID-19 than those with competent immune systems.

But vaccination with three doses of an mRNA vaccine—the first two
COVID-19 vaccines authorized for use in the U.S. are messenger RNA
(mRNA) vaccines—led to substantially greater protection than two
doses, the study shows.

"The immune response to vaccination is often blunted in people with
moderate to severe immunosuppression," said Wesley Self, MD, MPH,
principal investigator of the study and associate professor of Emergency
Medicine and Vice President for Clinical Research Networks and
Strategy at Vanderbilt University Medical Center. "Hence, throughout
the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been a concern that
immunocompromised people, such as those with a solid organ transplant,
may not benefit from vaccination as much as immunocompetent
people," he said.

Although the data in the study confirms that after vaccination patients
taking immunosuppressive medications to prevent rejection of an organ
transplant have higher risk for severe COVID- 19 than those with
competent immune systems, there's also good news.

"Additional vaccine doses appear to substantially increase the
effectiveness of vaccination for transplant patients," Self said.

For example, among transplant patients, a regimen of two doses of
mRNA COVID-19 vaccine was only 29% effective at preventing
hospitalization due to COVID-19, while a regimen of three doses was
77% effective.
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"The results of this real-world, multicenter collaborative study indicate
that solid organ transplant recipients benefit from three doses of mRNA
COVID-19 vaccine, and support CDC-recommended vaccine policies
for a three-dose primary series in this vulnerable population," said Jennie
Kwon, DO, MSCI, the first author of the study and assistant professor of
Medicine at Washington University in St. Louis and associate healthcare
epidemiologist at Barnes-Jewish Hospital.

"We believe these results demonstrate that solid organ transplant
recipients remain at risk for COVID-19 despite vaccination and support
the need for continued efforts to mitigate the risk of COVID in this
population. It illustrates that booster vaccine doses are particularly
important for immunosuppressed people," Self said, adding that fourth
doses of the mRNA vaccines are now recommended for people with
moderate-to-severe immunocompromising conditions, including solid
organ transplant.

The study looked at 10,425 hospitalized patients across 21
hospitals—440 who had had solid organ transplants, 1,684 with other
immunocompromising conditions and 8,301 whose immune systems
were competent. Future analysis will be important to understand the
effectiveness of fourth doses, the residual risk of severe COVID-19
among solid organ transplant recipients after four vaccine doses and the
durability of protection. In addition, other measures to reduce the risk of
COVID-19 among solid organ transplant recipients should be
considered, including vaccination of close contacts, individual immune
monitoring and infection prevention strategies such as face masking in
public spaces and physical distancing.

The study is part of the IVY (The Influenza and Other Viruses in the
Acutely Ill) Research Network, originally created in 2019 to investigate
the epidemiology of severe illnesses caused by viral respiratory
infections and the effectiveness of vaccines in preventing these illnesses.
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The network, funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
and led by Vanderbilt University Medical Center, consists of 21 large
adult hospitals geographically dispersed across the U.S. Self is principal
investigator for the network.

  More information: Jennie H Kwon et al, mRNA Vaccine
Effectiveness Against COVID-19 Hospitalization Among Solid Organ
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