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Seniors urged to get second Covid-19 booster jab
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Although Covid-19 vaccines do not
work as well in older people, a sec-
ond booster dose does provide sig-
nificantly more protection, ac-
cording to several studies, includ-
ing one done in Singapore.

The local study led by the Minis-
try of Health (MOH) found that
people aged 80 and older who had
taken their second booster shot
were far better protected than
those in the same age group who
had only three mRNA shots.

They had less than half the risk
of hospitalisation, and their risk of
severe illness or death was about a
third compared with those with
only one booster shot.

Today, only 61 per cent of seniors
in this age group are “up to date”
with their Covid-19 vaccination —
meaning that their last booster
was taken less than a year ago.

Associate Professor Hsu Li Yang,
an infectious diseases expert at
the National University of Singa-
pore Saw Swee Hock School of
Public Health, said protection
against severe Covid-19 wanes over
time. Each booster dose helps to
temporarily reverse that progres-
sion even as it also decreases the
risk of infection in the short term.

“The elderly should most defi-
nitely get their second booster
doses of the Covid-19 vaccine, as
well as the third should the Expert
Committee recommend it,” he
said.

The study shared its data -
which looked at 80,000 people
aged 80 and older, half of whom
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had taken their second booster —
in letters to journals such as The
Lancet at the end of 2022.

However, the team looked at this
group for only up to 60 days after
their second boosters. Professor
Leo Yee Sin, executive director of
the National Centre for Infectious
Diseases, said the study is not sug-
gesting that seniors need boosters
every two months.

“The best interval and constitu-
tion of vaccine composition are
still under intense study,” she add-
ed.

Atthe end of 60 days, relative ef-
fectiveness was 55 per cent against
hospitalisation and 63 per cent
against severe illness where the
patient might require oxygen, in-

tensive care or even die. Protec-
tion against infection was only 22
per cent better after 60 days.

In real numbers, 252 people in
the group with two boosters were
hospitalised and 40 died - com-
pared with 626 hospitalised and
115 deaths in the group with one
booster shot.

MOH said the study is ongoing.

Professor Paul Tambyah, a se-
nior infectious diseases consultant
at the National University Hospi-
tal, said the study was to deter-
mine whether a second booster
shot would provide any benefit to
this group of seniors.

He said it was reassuring that the
decline in efficacy was a gradual
drop by the time the study ended.
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Prof Leo noted that this group
was studied as the majority of peo-
ple here needing hospitalisation,
or who had died, were older pa-
tients with chronic illnesses.

“Age is the most significant inde-
pendent risk factor for severe ill-
ness that remains despite vaccina-
tion,” she said.

There are few studies on the ef-
fectiveness of Covid-19 vaccines
for very old people, for whom vac-
cine protection is usually lower
than that for younger adults.

An Italian study of people in the
same age group suggested that
over a four-month period, among
those who had a second booster,
431 infections and 73 cases of se-
vere illness were averted per
100,000 people.

The researchers suggested eval-
uating the benefit of a third boost-
er shot four months after the sec-
ond one, for people in this higher-
risk group.

Data from MOH shows that only
three in five people aged 50 and ol-
der have up-to-date vaccination.
More than 90 per cent have the
minimum protection - one boost-
er shot.

For some, this was taken more
than a year ago. In contrast, among
people aged 12 to 49, 69 per cent to
81 per cent are up to date.

Prof Tambyah said: “I have ad-
vised seniors and others who are
travelling or immunocompro-
mised to ensure that they have had
a fairly recent vaccination.”

But he added that there is not a
lot of data on the long- or medium-
term benefits of repeated vaccina-
tion if they are not at high risk.
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