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DECLINE IN RESISTANCE
As adults age, they face two distinct challenges to 
their natural immunity:

IMMUNOSENESCENCE: Starting 
as early as age 50, the immune 
system undergoes a progressive 
natural weakening. The body 

produces fewer naive T-cells and 
B-cells, making it harder to fight off 

brand-new infections or respond robustly to 
older, traditional vaccines 

WANING IMMUNITY: The protection granted 
by childhood vaccines naturally fades over the 
decades. For instance, a lack of regular boosters 
leaves adults highly susceptible to diseases like 
pertussis (whooping cough) and tetanus

have several types and subtypes. According 
to Dr Sunny, the latest pneumococcal vaccine 
needs to be administered only once. "Earlier, 
elderly people had to be administered it once 
every five years. Now, with the latest vaccines 
available, one dose is enough," he said.

"Vaccination is an indispensable preven-
tive strategy against influenza, specifically 
for individuals who live with or care for high-
risk individuals, older adults (>50 years), 
pregnant women, children, and individuals 
with chronic medical conditions," states the 

study 'Clinical practice guidelines 2019: In-
dian consensus-based recommendations on 
influenza vaccination in adults,' in 2020.

The study also stated that there are varia-
tions in the peak influenza season across 
various parts of  the country. It recommended 
influenza vaccination from September to Oc-
tober for cities with temperate seasonality 
and April–May for cities with the peak mon-
soon season in July–September.

The immune system undergoes a progres-
sive natural weakening in a person when 

they cross the age of  50. Add to it the waning 
effect of  vaccines administered during child-
hood in absence of  boosters over decades. 

"As resistance to infection is declining, the 
chances of  getting infected are much higher 
compared to previous years. Within days or 
weeks, any infection can travel and spread. 
The ease of  spread of  infection is an issue as 
many zoonotic diseases, Nipah, Zika, and 
monkeypox, are being reported. Also, almost 
everyone has liver disorders, obesity, COPD, 
and diabetes.

ADVENT OF
ADVANCED 
VACCINE
PLATFORMS

ADJUVANTED AND HIGH-DOSE 
FORMULATIONS: Enhanced vaccines—
such as the recombinant shingles vaccine 
and high-dose influenza shots — include 
add-ons (adjuvants) that forcefully wake 
up a sluggish immune system, providing 
protection that lasts up to a decade

NEXT-GENERATION MRNA 
PLATFORMS: These systems allow for 
rapid, annual composition updates to 
precisely match fast-mutating viral 
agents, like modern Omicron subvariants

HIGHER-VALENT CONJUGATE TECH: 
For bacterial threats, newer conjugate 
vaccines (like PCV20 and PCV21) simplify 
adult protection by covering vastly more 
resistant strains in a single dose 
compared to the multi-shot sequences of 
the past

To counter immunosenescence, vaccine 
technology has evolved beyond traditional live-
attenuated or inactivated models. Scientists 
now utilise specialised platforms to trigger 
strong immune responses even in older adults:

The drop in human resistance 
has historically meant a heavier 
reliance on antibiotics, which 
directly drives the global crisis 
of antimicrobial resistance

CONTROL ANTIBIOTIC USAGE: According to 
WHO, scaling up vaccines against 24 primary 
pathogens could reduce global antibiotic usage by 
22%—saving roughly 2.5 billion daily doses of 
antibiotics every year. By stopping the infection 
before it starts, vaccines prevent bacteria from 
ever mutating into drug-resistant “superbugs”

PREVENTING “BYSTANDER” SELECTION: 
When an adult gets a viral infection (like the flu), 
their respiratory defences are damaged, opening 
the door for secondary bacterial infections. 
Doctors then prescribe antibiotics
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NDIA is experiencing a seasonal surge 
in influenza cases, with a higher number 
of  cases reported in states and major cit-
ies, including Delhi, Kerala, Karnataka, 
and Maharashtra. As older adults, young 
children, pregnant women, and people 

with chronic health conditions (like diabetes, 
heart disease, or lung illness) face a higher risk 
of  severe complications, doctors are recom-
mending that they get the annual flu shot.

The Association of  Physicians of  India (API), 
along with 23 national and regional medical bod-
ies, formed a consensus on guidelines in 2026, 
formally recommending annual influenza vac-
cination as a core preventative measure for 
adults, particularly high-risk groups and older 
populations.

Flu vaccines can prevent complications and 
deaths from an influenza virus infection, said 
Dr Sunny P Orathel, pulmonologist and former 
president of  the Indian Medical Association 
(IMA), Kochi chapter. "Several hospitals now 
have vaccination clinics. Many elderly people 
are now getting flu shots.  Elderly people, along
with people with diabetes, cancer, kidney, and 
liver diseases, should get the flu shot. Because 
people with lifestyle diseases and chronic dis-
eases have comparatively low immunity, it is 
recommended that such patients get the shot. 
Getting flu shots may not prevent the occur-
rence of  fever. However, it can prevent complica-
tions and deaths from influenza and other com-
municable diseases," he said.

Because the influenza strain changes al-
most every year, people get flu vaccines annu-
ally. According to the World Health Organisa-
tion (WHO), in India, both seasonal influenza 
and avian influenza (in wild birds and poul-
try) have been widely reported. Influenza vi-
ruses are constantly changing and can infect 
both humans and animals. Influenza viruses 

I

Flu shots
do not end with

childhood

COMBATING 
ANTIMICROBIAL
RESISTANCE

I
F a child misses a scheduled vaccination 
dose, there is no need to start the vaccina-
tion schedule from the beginning as the 
body’s immune system never forgets, says 
Dr Naveen Thacker, executive director of  

International Paediatric Association (IPA), 
in an interview with Anna Jose. Edited 
excerpts:

Why are vaccines during childhood 
important?

Childhood vaccines are important because 
they protect children from life-threatening 
preventable diseases. Vaccines stop danger-
ous diseases like polio, measles, and whoop-
ing cough and prevent permanent disabili-
ties, brain damage, hearing loss, and death. 
DTP, MMR, and OPV/IPV are the common 
vaccines for children.

Are parents delaying or skipping 
vaccines? What are the main 

reasons?
Some parents are particularly delaying and 
skipping some vaccines, mainly because of  

the concerns over side effects. 
Myths and misinformation 

play a major role in vaccine 
hesitancy. There are many 
myths about some vac-
cines, like MMR causing 
autism, polio vaccines 
causing infertility, etc. 
We need trusted messen-
gers like health care pro-
fessionals to talk about 
these and build public 

trust to increase vaccine confidence. The gov-
ernment has to do more to improve digital 
literacy and take legal action against those 
who spread misinformation.

If  a child has missed several 
vaccine doses, should the vaccina-

tion schedule be restarted?
There is no need to restart the vaccination 
schedule from the beginning. Continue with 
the doses if  the child is partially immunised. 
The body’s immune system never forgets.
Vaccines, if  missed, can be given as appropri-
ate for the child’s age.

Missed a dose? 
No need to restart

INTERVIEW
DR NAVEEN THACKER

RAY OF 
HOPE 1 Patients with 

blindness due to 
retinitis pigmentosa 

who received a 
treatment based on 
research that won the 
2026 Nobel Prize in 
Physiology or Medicine 
had their  ability to 
detect objects restored in 
a small trial

2 Using optogenetic 
therapy, which uses 
light to control brain 

cells, researchers combined 
gene therapy that made 
surviving retinal ganglion 
cells sensitive to light 
with delivery of light to 

stimulate 
these  
cells

3 The 10 trial 
participants 
each received an 

injection into one 
eye carrying genetic 
instructions for 
ChrimsonR, a light-

sensitive protein 
from 

GenSight 
Biologics

WHAT’S  
NEW

MISINFORMATION,  
COST REMAIN HURDLES TO TOTAL 

VACCINATION IN KIDS
A N N A  J O S E  @ T’Puram

D
ISEASES that  once 
claimed young lives and 
left children with lifelong 
complications have be-
come less  common, 

thanks to childhood vaccina-
tion. However, health experts 
believe misinformation, gaps in 
awareness and the cost of  cer-
tain vaccines remain barriers 
to comprehensive protection. 

According to Dr Tonny Paul 
Mampilly, HoD and senior con-
sultant in paediatrics and ne-
onatology at Lisie Hospital, Ko-
chi, vaccination in children is 
one of  the success stories. 

“It is one of  the cornerstones 
in preventing morbidity and 
mortality. Some two or three 
decades ago, every month we 
used to see meningitis and bad 
pneumonia cases. Nowadays, 
we don’t see any meningitis or 
bad pneumonia. Vaccination 
among children is a success sto-
ry. A lot of  childhood mortality 
and morbidity was prevented 
with vaccination,” he said. 

“The aim of  childhood vacci-
nation is to prevent major 
killer diseases among chil-
dren. If  these diseases 
occur in children, 
they can cause 
major morbidi-
ty and mortali-
ty. Diseases like 
TB meningitis can 
cause develop-
mental delays 
and per ma-
nent morbidi-
ties,” said Dr 

Gopika Sekhar R, senior con-
s u l t a n t  a t  A n a n t a p u r  
Hospitals. 

“In Kerala, for example, up 
north, the vaccination rates 
may not be as good as what we 
see in central and south Kerala. 
There are a lot of  misconcep-
tions. Some people have attrib-
uted autism to the mumps vac-
cine. But they are not true. The 
situation in Kerala has im-
proved tremendously. However, 
optional vaccines, including 
chickenpox and hepatitis A, are 
rarely taken, and it needs a lot 
of  encouragement from the doc-
tors, community and health 
workers. They are little costly 
and most people cannot afford 
them,” Dr Tony highlighted. 

To improve vaccination, the 
government had launched Mis-
sion Indradhanush, aiming to 
improve the vaccine coverage. 
“Projects like the Indradhanush 
mission have been effective in 
improving the vaccine cover-
age among kids. Anganwadi, 
Asha and health workers, and 
local authorities should com-
municate more with parents. 

Through initiatives, 
we can reach out to 
public. Gover n-
ment and doctors 
need to work hand 

in hand to ensure 
vaccination of  
children and 

reach pockets 
where there 
is vaccine 

hesitancy,” 
added Dr 

Gopika.


