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                                    With Holidays Ahead, COVID Boosters a Must for People With Weak Immune Systems

                                    
If you're a patient with a weakened immune system, roll up your sleeves to stay safe over the holidays and winter months.
"Immunocompromised patients absolutely should get a flu shot as well as an additional COVID-19 vaccine dose," said Dr. Marwa Kaisey, a neuroimmunologist and assistant professor of neurology at Cedars-Sinai in Los Angeles.
"Otherwise, they are more likely to have worse outcomes if they get COVID-19 because they may not have built the same level of immunity from two doses of vaccine as those with healthy immune systems," she said in a hospital news release.
The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimates that about 3% of U.S. adults (7 million) have moderately to severely compromised immune systems.
That makes them especially vulnerable to COVID and flu because they're less able to mount an effective immune response to infections.
Immune systems can be weakened due to cancer, organ or bone marrow transplants, chronic diseases or medications for these conditions.
The CDC says immunocompromised people should get a third dose of Pfizer or Moderna vaccine at least one month after their second dose, and it's fine to mix or match vaccines.
While many consider the terms "additional dose" and "booster shot" interchangeable, they're actually different, Kaisey noted.
An additional shot is meant to give immunocompromised patients a level of protection similar to that of fully vaccinated people with healthy immune systems.
In contrast, a booster shot is given to fully vaccinated people whose protection against the virus is naturally wearing off over time, Kaisey explained.
When immunocompromised people should get an additional shot depends on their specific conditions.
"Timing decisions should be based on when patients take their immune-suppressing medications," Kaisey said. "They should consult with their doctor to determine that."
Dr. Stanley Jordan, director of Cedars-Sinai's Nephrology and Transplant Immunology programs, said an additional dose is "very, very important for transplant patients." That's because they take medications that suppress their immune system in order to prevent organ rejection.
"After two vaccinations, only about 20%-30% of our transplant patients are positive for COVID-19 antibodies," Jordan said, adding that this has caused great concern among transplant patients.
"A couple of excellent studies have found that patients got about a 60% immune response to the additional dose," he said in the release. "We recommend that all of our patients get it."
More information
The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has more on immunocompromised people and COVID-19 vaccines.
SOURCE: Cedars-Sinai, news release, Dec. 1, 2021
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