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Vaccination Against COVID-19 in Pregnant and Lactating 
Women

Many viral infections have been established to cause some effects on the mother and the fetus during 
pregnancy, and it may provide information on the mechanism of COVID-19 and its possible effect 
on pregnancy. The experience and knowledge gained from previous human coronavirus outbreaks 
suggests that pregnant women and their fetuses are particularly susceptible to poor outcomes. Till 
date there is little evidence about the possible impact of COVID-19 on pregnancy.  Studies published 
from China in the initial phase of COVID-19 suggested that pregnant women were not at a higher 
risk of complications due to COVID-19 infection, but recent investigations from Sweden and the US 
have indicated that pregnancy and postpartum period poses increased risk of severe complications 
associated with COVID-19 infection.1-4

There has been reports of increased risk of pregnancy loss and preterm birth in pregnant women 
with severe or critical coronavirus disease infection.5 The Centers For Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) reported a higher risk of ICU admission and mechanical ventilation amongst pregnant women 
compared to non-pregnant women.6 Hence, preventing critical COVID-19 infection is important for 
both mother and fetus. Though, early neonatal COVID-19 infections are rare, but whether maternal 
immune response to infection protects the fetus remains unknown.6 The initial reports of severe 
acute respiratory syndrome due to coronavirus in third trimester showed that in newborns SARS-
CoV-2 IgG were detected with negative IgM and negative results on polymerase chain reaction.7 It 
is not sure whether specific antibodies are transferred across the placenta following third-trimester 
maternal infection.7 Vaccination during pregnancy is common to prevent maternal and infant morbidity 
from other infectious diseases There has been extensive vaccination against tetanus, diphtheria and 
pertussis (Tdap) in antenatal period in Nepal to prevent against infections like tetanus, diphtheria 
and pertussis in the neonate. The principle being antibody transfer following vaccination with Tdap 
vaccine.8,9 It has been a concern to prevent pregnant and lactating women against COVID-19. There 
has been debate regarding safety concerns with the vaccine against COVID-19 in this vulnerable group. 
COVID-19 vaccine development and regulatory approval are rapidly progressing. Thus, information and 
recommendations will evolve as more data are collected about these vaccines and their use in specific 
population, with the development of m-RNA vaccines against COVID-19, there has been a positive 
feeling among all health care workers.10 mRNA vaccines have potential benefits over inactivated, live-
attenuated virus vaccines or subunit vaccines, and DNA-based vaccines, as there is no risk of acquiring 
infection from the vaccine.11

Despite concerns about increased vulnerability of pregnant women to COVID-19, pregnant women 
are almost universally excluded in more than 300 clinical trials investigating potential therapeutic 
options.12 After an explicit, evidence-based review of all available data, the Advisory Committee on 
Immunization Practices (ACIP) has issued interim recommendations for use of the Pfizer-BioNTech 
COVID-19 vaccine in persons aged ≥ 12 years for the prevention of COVID-19 (CDC 2021), the use of the 
Moderna-1273 COVID-19 vaccine in persons aged ≥ 18 years (CDC 2020), and the use of the Janssen 
(Johnson and Johnson) COVID-19 vaccine in persons aged ≥ 18 years (CDC 2021).13,14 Professional 
bodies like American college of Obstetricians and Gynecologist (ACOG) recommends that pregnant 
and lactating individuals who have access to COVID-19 vaccines, should be offered similar to non-
lactating individuals.15 However counselling prior to the vaccination is very important, and pregnant 
and lactating women should be counselled regarding minor and major side effects of the vaccine and 
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the women decision should be respected if she refuses to take the vaccine. ACOG also recommends that there is no need to 
avoid initiation or discontinue breastfeeding in patients who receive a COVID-19 vaccine. The body also recommends that 
individuals who are actively trying to become pregnant or are contemplating pregnancy should be given vaccination.14-16 It 
is important that we record the outcomes of the effect of vaccination in pregnant and lactating women for further research 
and recommendations.17

Abha Shrestha
Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology,
Dhulikhel Hospital, Kathmandu University Hospital,
Kathmandu University School of Medical Sciences,
Dhulikhel, Kavre, Nepal.
Email: abhaobgy@gmail.com

REFERENCES
1.	 Chen L, Li Q, Zheng D, Jiang H, Wei Y, Zou L, et al. Clinical characteristics of pregnant women with Covid-19 in Wuhan, China. New England Journal of 

Medicine. 2020 Jun 18;382(25):e100.

2.	 Collin J, Byström E, Carnahan A, Ahrne M. Pregnant and postpartum women with SARS-CoV-2 infection in intensive care in Sweden. Acta Obs Gynecol 
Scand. 2020; 99: 819-22.

3.	 Ellington S, Strid P, Tong VT, Woodworth K, Galang RR, Zambrano LD, et al. Characteristics of women of reproductive age with laboratory-confirmed 
SARS-CoV-2 infection by pregnancy status United States, January 22–June 7, 2020. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. 2020 Jun 26;69(25):769.

4.	 Zaigham M, Andersson O. Maternal and perinatal outcomes with COVID-19: A systematic review of 108 pregnancies. Acta Obstet Gynecol Scand. 2020 
Jul;99(7):823-829. doi: 10.1111/aogs.13867. Epub 2020 Apr 20. PMID: 32259279; PMCID: PMC7262097.

5.	 Adhikari EH, Moreno W, Zofkie AC, MacDonald L, McIntire DD, Collins RR, et al. Pregnancy outcomes among women with and without severe acute 
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 infection. JAMA network open. 2020 Nov 2;3(11):e2029256-.

6.	 Zambrano LD, Ellington S, Strid P, et al. CDC COVID-19 Response Pregnancy and Infant Linked Outcomes Team. Update: characteristics of symptomatic 
women of reproductive age with laboratory-confirmed SARS-CoV-2 infection by pregnancy status-United States, January 22-October 3, 2020. MMWR 
Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. 2020;69(44):1641-7.

7.	 Atyeo C, Pullen KM, Bordt EA, et al. Compromised SARS-CoV-2-specific placental antibody transfer. Cell. 2020;S0092-8674(20)31749-9.

8.	 Steinhoff MC, Katz J, Englund JA, et al. Year-round influenza immunisation during pregnancy in Nepal: a phase 4, randomised, placebo-controlled trial.   
Lancet Infect Dis. 2017;17(9):981-9. doi:10.1016/S1473-3099(17)30252-9.

9.	 Winter K, Nickell S, Powell M, Harriman K. Effectiveness of prenatal versus postpartum tetanus, diphtheria, and acellular pertussis vaccination in 
preventing infant pertussis. Clin Infect Dis. 2017;64(1):3-8.

10.	 The Moderna COVID-19 (mRNA-1273) vaccine: what you need to know. World Health Organization. January 26, 2021. Accessed February 2, 2021. 
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/the-moderna-covid-19-mrna-1273-vaccine-what-you-need-to-know

11.	 Pardi N, Hogan MJ, Porter FW, Weissman D. mRNA vaccines: a new era in vaccinology. Nat Rev Drug Discov. 2018;17(4):261-79.

12.	 Smith DD, Pippen JL, Adesomo AA, Rood KM, Landon MB, Costantine MM. Exclusion of pregnant women from clinical trials during the coronavirus 
disease 2019 pandemic: a review of international registries. Am J Perinatol. 2020;37(8):792-9.

13.	 Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices. Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP): GRADE (grading of recommendations, 
assessment, development and evaluation). Atlanta, GA: US Department of Health and Human Services, CDC; 2020.

14.	 Food and Drug Administration. Pfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 Vaccine Emergency Use Authorization. Silver Spring, MD: US Department of Health and 
Human Services, Food and Drug Administration; 2020. https://www.fda.gov/emergency-preparedness-and-response/coronavirus-disease-2019-
covid-19/pfizer-biontech-covid-19-vaccineexternal icon

15.	 Academy of Breastfeeding Medicine. Considerations for COVID-19 vaccination in lactation. Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.bfmed.org/abm-
statement-considerations-for-covid-19-vaccination-in-lactation

16.	 Practice Advisory, COVID 19 Vaccination consideration for Obstetrics -Gynecologic Care, ACOG;Dec 2020

17.	 Spong CY, Bianchi DW. Improving public health requires inclusion of underrepresented populations in research. JAMA. 2018;319(4):337-8.


