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Roll Up Your Sleeve: Adult Vaccinations

early vaccinations aren't just for kids anymore.

Seasonal influenza, pneumonia and shingles

vaccines are preventive-care essentials for older

adults, and meningitis and tetanus shots are now

college rites of passage. Even the vaccines of
childhood—measles, mumps and rubella, and whooping cough—
are recommended for adults who missed out in their younger
years.

Adult vaccinations are especially critical for people with chronic
diseases such as diabetes, since flu and other illnesses can make
routine medications less effective, throw off health goals such
as stable blood sugar, and reduce a person'’s ability to care for
herself. For older adults, vaccinations may head off potentially
deadly disease complications—a bout of influenza leading to a
trip to the hospital for pneumonia, for example.

For those adults without a regular doctor, immunizations are one
of the few preventive care tools widely available through public
clinics, drugstores and community vaccination drives.

Who Gets What?

Seasonal influenza vaccinations are a must for all adults, since
the major strain of flu changes from year to year. New flu strains
such as the HIN1 virus may also require additional vaccinations
each year, although researchers aren't sure yet how often that
virus will change.

For some, catching the flu means more than a bad week in bed.
Nancy Nally has lupus with complications that include seizures.
“The only seizure that | have had since starting medication was
because | was running a fever from having the flu," says the
38-year old mother of a child with autism.

Television producer John Z. Wetmore always gets his flu shot:

Recommended
Vaccinations for Adults

The Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices,
which provides guidance on vaccination for children
and adults in the United States, publishes a regular
update on adult immunization schedules and doses.

Are you covered? Find out online at:

http://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/default.htm.

“| have elderly relatives who could be in serious trouble if |
caught the flu and passed it on to them,” he said.

Another vaccination recommended for all adults is the teta-
nus shot, which should be given every ten years. Margaret
Lewin, M.D., medical director of Cinergy Health and a vac-
cination expert, recommends more frequent tetanus shots
for her patients who rock-climb or enjoy other sports where
skin-penetrating injuries are common.

Annual pneumonia vaccinations are important for those 65
and older, along with people who have underlying heart, lung
or immune disorders. For adults over 60, Dr. Lewin also rec-
ommends a shingles vaccine. Shingles is caused by a reacti-
vated chicken pox virus, and can be “devastatingly painful,”
she says.

College students and soldiers bunking in dorms and barracks
should receive meningitis vaccinations, since the close-quar-
ters living makes them prone to potentially deadly outbreaks.
Hepatitis B vaccines are recommended for all sexually active
adults, emergency personnel, health care workers and those
who work with small children. And international travelers




The

Prepared
Patient

CENTER FOR
FAH ADVANCING
HEALTH

Evidence. Engagement. Equity.

Health Behavior News Service
2000 Florida Avenue, NW e Suite 210

Washington, DC 20009-1231

For the extended version with resources, visit us online at
http://www.preparedpatient.org

Roll Up Your Sleeve: Adult Vaccinations — continued

may need to get shots for yellow fever, typhoid, hepatitis A
and polio, depending on destination.

“Thisisn't just kid stuff,” says Bernard Kaminetsky, M.D., medi-
cal director of MDVIP, a concierge medical group. “Some of
these diseases are deadly to adults who are not properly inocu-
lated and can spread quickly from continent to continent.”

“| think that people who have seen people with these serious
diseases like lockjaw, older people who knew someone who
had shingles, know what they are getting vaccinated against,”
said Lewin. “Most of us haven't seen someone go deaf from
measles, or infertile from mumps, or lose a pregnancy with Ger-
man measles. We take for granted the protections we have.”

One of the newest frontiers in adult immunizations is also the oldest—
the alphabet soup of childhood vaccinations such as Tdap and MMR
that protect against diphtheria, whooping cough, measles, mumps and
rubella. If you never received these vaccinations as a child, or even if
you did, it might be worth another...ahem... shot.

“Most people are not aware that childhood vaccines and boosters may
lose effectiveness by the time adults reach 30 years of age,” Dr. Kami-
netsky says. A simple blood test can determine whether your body still
has antibodies against these diseases.

The vaccine for a formerly widespread childhood disease—chicken pox,
or varicella—has been available only since 1995, so many adults may
have missed out. The disease has worse symptoms in adults than in
children, and can be very dangerous for pregnant women.

Why Won't You Get Vaccinated?

[ don't like needles. Amy Baxter is a pain researcher and CEO of MMJ
Labs, a company that markets a device to reduce the pain of injections.
The product was developed with mostly children in mind, but she says
“needlephobia” is also “a big deal” among adults.

The shot will make me sick. Pulmonologist and lung disease expert Dr.
Mark Williams says this is the most common objection he hears when
he brings up flu immunizations with his patients. “Some people might
get a mild, flu-like reaction, but you don't really get flu from a flu shot.”

Lewin agrees, saying the shots are safe for the majority of people with normal
immune systems. “Most vaccines are dead, dead, dead, and you can't catch
the disease from them.”

| can't afford these vaccines. "We'd like to get the shingles immunization, but
our doctor does not give it,” said Linda Carlson, who works in marketing for a
parenting magazine. “The only source for this expensive vaccine is drugstores.
And our insurance provider will not cover shots given in the drugstore.”

Not all insurance plans routinely cover adult vaccinations as part of preventive
care, and some physicians may not carry certain vaccines if they don't feel
there will be a demand for them.

| can't find these vaccines. Patient assistant programs sponsored by some phar-
maceutical companies provide free vaccines to low-income and uninsured
patients, if the patients apply for the program through their physicians. Other
options include county health departments and vaccination drives sponsored
by a pharmaceutical or drugstore chain.

It's not that big of a deal. Unfortunately, under-vaccination is a big deal: “We
have 35,000 to 40,000 deaths each year from influenza and the bacterial
pneumonia that can follow, and we believe this may be a gross underestimate,”
Williams said.

If you're wondering whether your own vaccinations are up to date, the best
place to start is with your primary care doctor.
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