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Pertussis immunisation in pregnancy: a 
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Abstract

The Australian Immunisation Handbook, 10th edi-
tion now recommends pertussis vaccination during 
pregnancy as the preferred option for protecting 
vulnerable young infants. Jurisdictionally funded 
pertussis immunisation programs for pregnant 
women were progressively introduced in all 
Australian states and territories between August 
2014 and June 2015. A meeting convened by the 
National Centre for Immunisation Research and 
Surveillance of Vaccine Preventable Diseases was 
held on 31 May 2015 to share information regard-
ing jurisdictional policies and program implemen-
tation. This report of that meeting provides the 
first published comparison of these jurisdictional 
programs, which are of a broadly similar nature 
but with important differences. Monitoring and 
evaluation of the uptake, safety and impact of the 
current programs in Australia will be important to 
inform future policy decisions. Commun Dis Intell 
2015;39(3):E329–E336.
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Introduction

In 2013, the 10th edition of The Australian 
Immunisation Handbook included for the first time, 
the option of vaccinating pregnant women with 
pertussis vaccine in the 3rd trimester of pregnancy, 
rather than pre– or post-partum.1 These 3 options 
were presented as equivalent in terms of protecting 
infants, due to the absence of sufficient evidence 
to support any clear preference. Cocooning (vacci-
nating close contacts of infants, including parents, 
to reduce the likelihood of exposure) has been 
recommended in Australia since 2003,2 and some 
states and territories introduced funded cocoon 
programs in response to the recent pertussis epi-
demic. However, cocooning provides indirect pro-
tection and is only moderately effective.3 Following 
the publication of evidence showing that pertussis 
vaccination during pregnancy is both highly effec-
tive in preventing infant disease4,5 and safe,6–8 The 
Australian Immunisation Handbook was updated 
in March 2015 to clearly recommend pertussis 
vaccination during pregnancy as the preferred 

option, recommending optimal timing between 
28 and 32 weeks gestation but that the vaccine can 
be given at any time during the 3rd trimester up to 
delivery.9

Jurisdictionally funded pertussis immunisation 
programs for pregnant women have been 
progressively introduced in all Australian states 
and territories between August 2014 and June 
2015. These programs are broadly similar in nature 
but with some differences in terms of policy and 
implementation.

A meeting, convened by the National Centre 
for Immunisation Research and Surveillance 
of Vaccine Preventable Diseases (NCIRS), was 
held on 31 May 2015 immediately prior to the 
Communicable Disease Control Conference in 
Brisbane, aiming to share information regarding 
jurisdictional policies and program implementa-
tion, along with plans for evaluation of uptake, 
adverse events following immunisation, and disease 
impact. This meeting was attended by representa-
tives from the Australian Government Department 
of Health and all 8 Australian states and territories 
except the Australian Capital Territory. This report 
summarises the key outcomes of this meeting and 
provides the first published summary of the com-
monalities and differences across jurisdictional 
programs and plans for evaluation.

Meeting outcomes

Program details

Commencement dates and implementation details 
for funded jurisdictional pertussis immunisa-
tion programs for pregnant women, along with 
whether any cocoon program is to be run simul-
taneously, are presented in the Table. Queensland 
was the first jurisdiction to introduce a program, 
commencing in August 2014, with all other juris-
dictional programs introduced between March 
and June 2015.

All jurisdictions recommend vaccination from 
28 weeks gestation and most note that 28–32 weeks 
is ideal. At the time of the meeting, Queensland 
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recommended vaccination only where no pertussis 
vaccine dose had been received in the last 5 years. 
However this was subsequently amended to 
accord with the updated Australian Immunisation 
Handbook recommendations (personal com-
munication Scott Brown, Acting Manager, 
Immunisation Program, Department of Health, 
Queensland, 29 July 2015). Only 2 jurisdictions 
(Victoria and the Northern Territory) are funding 
a cocoon program in addition to their program for 
pregnant women.

Implementation

All jurisdictions provide vaccine via general prac-
titioners and hospital antenatal clinics, with some 
also utilising Aboriginal medical services, local 
councils, community health centres, and obstetri-
cians.

Evaluation

Coverage assessment

The most common plan for assessing vaccina-
tion coverage was through data from the relevant 
jurisdictional perinatal data collection (PDC). 
Vaccination during pregnancy will be captured on 
the Victorian and Queensland PDCs from July 2015 
and on the New South Wales PDC at a state-wide 
level from January 2016. Some other jurisdictions 
reported attempts to organise inclusion on their 
PDC but a number of challenges were identified 
in achieving this. A range of alternative methods 
of coverage assessment were also planned, with 
the Northern Territory to use its own whole-of-life 
immunisation register and Western Australia an 
annual survey of a random sample of around 400 
recently-delivered mothers.

Queensland advised an interim estimate of 40%–
50% coverage as of May 2015, based on the number 
of births and consent forms returned centrally, and 
the use of a different brand of vaccine to that used 
in the adolescent school-based program allow-
ing differentiation. Western Australia advised 
an interim estimate of around 55% coverage, 
based on the number of births in May 2015 and 
the number of forms returned by immunisation 
providers documenting administration of vac-
cine to pregnant women. Western Australia also 
reported that influenza vaccine coverage during 
pregnancy appeared to have improved as a result 
of the pertussis program, with the vaccines often 
co-administered.

Vaccine safety

Most jurisdictions reported that they will rely 
on existing (passive) surveillance systems for the 

reporting of adverse events following immunisa-
tion (AEFI). These involve reporting of AEFI by 
immunisation providers, and sometimes patients, 
with subsequent follow-up by public health agen-
cies.10 In New South Wales this will be supple-
mented by emergency department syndromic sur-
veillance while Western Australia will use active 
surveillance for AEFI with expansion of an SMS 
system used for AEFI monitoring for influenza 
vaccination during pregnancy.

Disease impact/vaccine effectiveness

Queensland, New South Wales and Western 
Australia reported the most advanced plans 
for evaluation of their respective programs. 
Queensland will evaluate vaccine effectiveness via 
a cohort study, linking data from their state-based 
immunisation register (Vaccination Information 
and Vaccination Administration System) with 
notifications database, perinatal data collection 
data, and birth registry data, while New South 
Wales will evaluate via a case-control study based 
on notified infant cases. Western Australia plans 
to expand its existing cohort study of influenza 
vaccine effectiveness during pregnancy to assess 
pertussis vaccine effectiveness, via linked mid-
wives data collection, hospitalisation, notification 
and emergency department data, and data on 
vaccination in pregnancy reported by immunisa-
tion providers.

Conclusions

Currently, all available evidence supports vac-
cination during pregnancy as the best option for 
protecting vulnerable young infants from pertus-
sis. Australia has high rates of pertussis, with high 
levels of hospitalisation (and occasional deaths) in 
young infants.11 Australian states and territories 
have taken the lead in implementing pertussis 
immunisation programs for pregnant women on 
the basis of this evidence and updated Australian 
Immunisation Handbook recommendations.

With broadly similar pertussis immunisation pro-
grams for pregnant women now in place and funded 
by all jurisdictions, for the first time in recent his-
tory Australia has immunisation programs that are 
implemented across the entire country that univer-
sally target a particular population but are outside 
the National Immunisation Program (NIP). This 
situation is likely to be of questionable sustain-
ability. Since 2005 vaccines have been required to 
go through a standardised process of application 
to and assessment by the Pharmaceutical Benefits 
Advisory Committee (PBAC) for consideration of 
suitability and cost-effectiveness for funding under 
the NIP.12,13 It is currently unclear whether any vac-
cine manufacturer intends to submit an application 
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to the PBAC in regard to pertussis immunisation 
during pregnancy, and unclear what the outcome 
of such an application, if it eventuates, would be. 
Pertussis immunisation for pregnant women has 
been funded in national immunisation programs 
in the United Kingdom (though in the context of a 
temporary program with review after 5 years)14 and 
in New Zealand,15 and is recommended nationally 
by the Advisory Committee for Immunization 
Practices in the United States16 and ‘encouraged’ by 
the Public Health Agency of Canada.17 Monitoring 
and evaluation of the uptake, safety and impact of 
the current program arrangements in Australia 
will be important to inform future policy decisions.
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