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• Pertussis (whooping cough), caused by Bordetella pertussis is a 

highly contagious respiratory infection

• Characteristic symptom is paroxysms of coughing that may result in 

vomiting
 

• Major concern in young babies as potential for fatalities

• Pertussis is vaccine-preventable 

• Despite long-standing childhood vaccination programs and high 

coverage, outbreaks continue to occur

Background
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Source: https://nindss.health.gov.au/pbi-dashboard/
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Pertussis infection is less well recognised in 
adults 

• atypical or non-specific persistent cough

• may be confused with pre-existing chronic 

respiratory conditions (e.g. asthma, COPD)

• delayed presentation – also presents 

diagnostic challenges 

Complications can include pneumonia, insomnia, 
apnoea, weight loss, urinary incontinence, 
syncope, rib fracture

Studies suggest that 5% of adults aged >45 years 
with pertussis required hospitalisation. 

Older adults and adults with pre-existing 
respiratory diseases or overweight are more likely 
to suffer severe disease requiring hospitalisation

Pertussis in older adults

Source: Moa A. et al. Vaccines 2025
Leong RN. et al. Vaccine 2021

MacIntyre et al. Hum Vaccin Immunother 2024
Liu et al. Clin Infect Dis 2012

Karki et al. Vaccine 2015

Consideration of a pertussis diagnosis in older adults 
with cough is important

- Sensitivity of testing (PCR/culture)

- Antibiotic treatment can reduce transmission and 

complications



In 2000 first adult/adolescent formulation of 
dTpa vaccine registered for use in Australia

Two formulations in Australia, both combined 
with tetanus and diphtheria: Adacel and Boostrix

Excluding pregnancy immunisation, adult 
pertussis vaccination not currently funded under 
National Immunisation Program

Pertussis prevention in older adults



Pertussis vaccination coverage in older adults
Pertussis vaccine coverage is low 
in older adults and decreases with 

increasing age 

Pertussis uptake is low relative to 
tetanus/diphtheria



• Pertussis vaccines highly efficacious in 

children

• Some waning of immunity has been described 

particularly in relation to acellular vaccines

• Largest RCT in people aged 15-65 years 

• N=2781

• Ages 15-65 yrs (mean 35 yrs)

• 2.5 years follow-up

• Strict primary case definition 

Pertussis vaccine efficacy and effectiveness in older adults

Source: Van Damme. et al. Vaccines 2011



Pertussis vaccine effectiveness in older adults

Case-control 
N=668 cases (PCR positive)
Ages 11+ yrs (mean 24 years)

Vaccine effectiveness 53% (42-62) – 64% 
(55-71)

Mean age=
68.5 years





• Data from Australian Immunisation Register 

suggests low coverage for pertussis containing 
vaccines in older adults

• Healthcare provider recommendations are known 

to increase uptake of vaccines

• dTpa vaccine can be given instead of Td where Td 

is indicated

• dTpa vaccine is safe to administer with other 

adult vaccines (e.g. influenza, Shingrix)

• Pertussis vaccines can be administered to adults 

at pharmacies across Australia 

Improving immunisation coverage

https://ncirs.org.au/sites/default/files/2025-03/Co-administration%20of%20vaccines%20for%20adults_Ma
rch%202025.pdf

https://ncirs.org.au/sites/default/files/2023-02/NCIRS%20Information%20Sheet-%20Vaccines%20from%
20community%20pharmacy_AtAGlance_Jan2023.pdf

https://ncirs.org.au/sites/default/files/2025-03/Co-administration%20of%20vaccines%20for%20adults_March%202025.pdf
https://ncirs.org.au/sites/default/files/2025-03/Co-administration%20of%20vaccines%20for%20adults_March%202025.pdf
https://ncirs.org.au/sites/default/files/2023-02/NCIRS%20Information%20Sheet-%20Vaccines%20from%20community%20pharmacy_AtAGlance_Jan2023.pdf
https://ncirs.org.au/sites/default/files/2023-02/NCIRS%20Information%20Sheet-%20Vaccines%20from%20community%20pharmacy_AtAGlance_Jan2023.pdf


• There has been increased circulation of pertussis particularly since 

2024

• Pertussis has significant morbidity in older adults; early diagnosis 

can reduce transmission and complications

• Pertussis vaccine is effective in preventing infection in older adults

• Pertussis vaccine is recommended for older adults if it has been 

more than 10 years since their last vaccine but is not funded on the 
NIP

• Uptake of pertussis containing vaccines in older adults is low (and 

less than Td vaccines) 

• If indicated, health practitioners should consider offering pertussis 

vaccination to older adults at every opportunity to prevent infections 
and complications

• Record vaccinations provided on the Australian Immunisation 

Register

Summary


