
 

I'm over 65 and worried about the flu. Which
vaccine should I have?
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This digitally-colorized transmission electron microscopic image depicts the
ultrastructural details of an influenza virus particle. Credit: CDC, Frederick
Murphy
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Influenza, or the flu, is a virus transmitted by respiratory droplets from
coughing and sneezing. It can cause the sudden onset of a fever, cough,
runny nose, sore throat, headache, muscle and joint pain.

In Australia, the flu is responsible for more than 5,000 hospitalization
and 100 deaths a year. The highest rates are among those over 65, whose
immune systems aren't as effective as they used to be, and children
under five, whose immune systems are yet to mature.

To combat the decline in immunity as we age, specific vaccines are
available for people aged 65 and over. So how do they work, and why
exactly are they needed?

Remind me, how does the immune system work?

The immune system uses multiple mechanisms to fight viral infections,
which can be divided into two major arms of the immune system, called
innate and adaptive immunity.

Innate immunity involves multiple inflammatory cells and chemicals that
are triggered immediately, or within hours of encountering an infection.
They activate the immune system to clear the infection.

Adaptive immunity takes a little longer (weeks) to work and involves
memory T cells and antibody-producing B cells, which can be
reactivated when the body encounters a virus or other pathogen.

The combined innate and adaptive immune response determines how
well we respond to an invading virus like influenza.

Why are older people more at risk from the flu?
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Generally, as we age past 65, the innate cells become less effective at
their job of clearing infections. They also start producing more
inflammation.

New T and B cell numbers also decrease with increasing age and hence
the adaptive immune response is also not as effective as when we are
younger. This immune system decline is called immunosenescence,
which leads to increased susceptibility, hospitalization and death from
influenza.

Certain medical conditions, such as cancer and heart and lung
conditions, increase susceptibility to severe influenza, with older people
being more likely to have additional medical conditions than younger
people.

What flu vaccines are available?

Annual flu vaccines are recommended to protect against the common
circulating strains of influenza, which can differ from year to year.

The standard flu vaccines offered to adults aged under 65 consist of
surface proteins of the virus or inactivated (killed) virus from four
influenza strains: two A strains (H1N1 and H3N2) and two B strains.

When you're vaccinated, your immune system makes antibodies from B
cells which protect you if you become exposed to these strains of the
virus.

However, the standard influenza vaccine is less effective in older people.

Two stronger or augmented vaccines have been made targeting this age
group. They contain the same components as the standard vaccine, but
one vaccine—called Fluad—uses a strong adjuvant (an agent used to
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increase the immune response to vaccination) called MF59 to stimulate
better immunity.

The other augmented vaccine, called Fluzone, uses a four-fold higher
dose of each influenza strain to increase immunity.

How do they compare?

Studies comparing Fluad and Fluzone show both vaccines stimulate
stronger immunity against influenza than the standard flu vaccine and
are therefore likely to provide better protection.

Studies directly testing for improved clinical outcomes with vaccines for
over-65s show a small benefit of receiving either of the vaccines over
the standard vaccine, including a modest decrease in lab-confirmed
influenza, hospitalizations and emergency department visits compared to
the standard influenza vaccine.

They are however yet to show and impact on flu-related deaths.

In the few studies comparing Fluad and Fluzone directly, there is little
evidence of a difference between them in reducing influenza and serious
flu outcomes. The Australian Technical Advisory Group on
Immunization therefore recommends using either Fluad or Fluzone.

While both have been Therapeutic Goods Administration (TGA)
approved since 2020, only Fluad is available for free on the National
Immunization Program for people aged 65 and over.

Fluzone is only available with a private prescription if you're 60 years
and over, at a cost of around A$65-70.

If neither augmented vaccine is available, a standard influenza vaccine is
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also acceptable for older people, since any influenza vaccine is
preferable to receiving none.

Flu vaccines can also be given at the same time as COVID vaccines.

How else can we protect against the flu?

While influenza vaccination is the single most effective way of
preventing influenza, other measures such as social distancing and
wearing a mask or N95 respirator can also provide some community
protection.

Wearing a mask or N95 respirator significantly reduces the risk of
infecting others when infected.

The evidence for protecting oneself against infection is less conclusive,
mainly because it's linked to early, consistent and, importantly, the 
correct use of masks.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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