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Format – H4 Header: What is Maternal Immunization?

Maternal immunization is a tool to help pregnant people pass on disease-specific antibodies to the fetus during the second and early third trimesters, helping to protect the infant during the most vulnerable time of life—the first six months.1
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Text: The immune systems of infants are often not strong enough to protect against infections. Direct active immunization (vaccination provided to the child) is not an option for some life-threatening infectious diseases because infant immune systems are not fully developed and when available, multiple doses are typically required.2 Maternal immunity is a natural phenomenon by which pregnant people provide protection to their vulnerable and growing babies by transferring antibodies through the placenta.1

In order to provide protection, however, enough antibodies need to be passed to the baby. This means that higher antibody levels in the gestational parent, are more likely to lead to increased levels of antibodies in the developing fetus, which can help protect the infant after birth. Pregnant people can acquire high levels of antibodies either through a recent exposure to infectious disease or through vaccination.3

Maternal vaccination can help enhance existing maternal immunity by ensuring that pregnant people have enough antibodies to transfer to their babies. Additionally, vaccinated pregnant people produce vaccine-specific antibodies that can help better protect infants against specific infections.3 Vaccines against tetanus, influenza, and pertussis have been used during pregnancy for many years to enhance maternal immunity and help protect infants.3
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Text: Building on decades of expertise and knowledge in pioneering vaccines, Pfizer is developing potential maternal immunizations for respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) and Group B streptococcus (GBS), two leading causes of infant morbidity and mortality worldwide that have limited treatment and preventative approaches.

Currently, there is no specific antiviral treatment for RSV, a contagious virus and a common cause of respiratory illness, and the medical world is limited to offering only supportive care for those with the illness, which can treat symptoms but not prevent disease.4 GBS, a common bacterium (an organism that can cause disease), can cause potentially devastating diseases in infants when gestational individuals who carry the GBS bacteria pass them on to their newborns during labor and birth.5 Prevention of invasive infant GBS disease relies upon screening and administration of antibiotics during delivery (known as intrapartum antibiotics or IAP), though many countries do not have the resources to implement IAP and IAP policies are not 100% effective at preventing invasive GBS disease even when correctly implemented.6,7
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Text: Pfizer’s maternal immunization efforts, including our focus on RSV and GBS, align with our broader commitment to partner with the global health community, including public-private partnerships that may help accelerate global access to our vaccines in the world's poorest countries.

Our longstanding partnership with the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, with respect to our maternal immunization program, includes grants to support the continued development of certain aspects of our GBS and RSV vaccine candidates, and accessibility of these vaccine candidates, if approved, for those who are pregnant and living in lower-income countries where prevalence of these potentially devastating infections is higher.
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Question One: Are babies more vulnerable to disease in the first few weeks of life?

Answer:
The immune systems of infants often are not yet strong enough to defend against all infections. Direct active immunization (vaccination provided to the child) is not an option for some life-threatening infectious diseases because infant immune systems are not yet fully developed, and when available, multiple doses are typically required.2 Consequently, although an infant’s immune system can fight off most infections, some can be serious or fatal.

Question Two: How does maternal immunization work?

Answer:

To compensate for infants’ still-developing immune systems, nature devised a temporary defense mechanism to help infants fight off infections. Starting in the second trimester, and peaking during the third trimester of pregnancy, antibodies pass from the gestational parent to the growing fetus through the placenta. These maternal antibodies are highest in the baby at the time of birth and then gradually decline over the next 6 to 12 months as the baby’s own immune system matures.1 In addition, after birth, antibodies can also be passed to the child through breastfeeding.8 Maternal antibodies can help infants to fight off infections during their most vulnerable time of life—the first six months.1

To provide protection, however, enough antibodies need to be passed to the fetus. This means that higher antibody levels in the gestational parent, are more likely to lead to increased levels of antibodies in the developing fetus. Those who are pregnant can acquire high levels of antibodies either through a recent exposure to infectious disease or through vaccination. Maternal vaccination may help ensure that those who are pregnant have enough antibodies available to transfer to their babies in hopes of decreasing the infant’s risk of disease and death.3

Question Three: How long does maternally derived immunity last?

Answer:

Antibodies passed to infants during pregnancy are believed to provide immunity until around six months of age, when they’re most vulnerable to infections. Breast feeding can extend a baby’s ability to fight infection by strengthening immunity.9

Question Four: What is the safety of vaccines during pregnancy?

Answer:

The safety of certain vaccines during pregnancy has been studied extensively in multiple randomized clinical trials and observational studies. Vaccines like tetanus, Tdap and influenza have been administered to pregnant people around the world, and currently, the WHO recommends three maternal immunization strategies:10

1. Influenza vaccine, which The Vaccine Alliance (GAVI) estimates could prevent 45 deaths per 100,000 people vaccinated
2. Maternal tetanus vaccine, which has reduced neonatal tetanus by an estimated 94%
3. The Tdap vaccine, which is thought to be the most cost-effective strategy for reducing neonatal and infant pertussis

In the U.S., the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends that pregnant people in their third trimester get the Tdap vaccine to help protect their babies from whooping cough (pertussis). The CDC also advises that pregnant people get the influenza vaccine to help protect themselves and their babies from flu-related complications.11 Additionally, the CDC recommends people who are pregnant receive a COVID-19 vaccine as it can help protect them from potentially serious illness caused by the virus.12

Question Five: What maternal immunization programs are Pfizer scientists working on?

Answer: 

To reduce the global disease burden in young infants, WHO, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), and other regulatory agencies, along with The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation (BMGF), have recognized the importance of developing vaccines specifically for those who are pregnant.

Particular focus is now being placed on developing vaccines against respiratory syncytial virus (RSV), a virus-causing respiratory illness that can be devastating,4 particularly for infants in the first few months of life, and Group B streptococcus (GBS), a bacterial illness that can strike within just a few hours or days after birth.

Pfizer’s Vaccine Research and Development (R&D) team is actively and passionately working on developing potential maternal vaccines for RSV and GBS, with the goal of reducing the global disease burden of these pathogens.
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