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Abstract: While childhood immunization has been a cornerstone of public health in India,
adult immunization remains under-prioritized and given lesser attention. With increasing life
expectancy, urbanization, and prevalence of non-communicable diseases, the need for
protecting adults from vaccine-preventable diseases (VPDs) is becoming more critical than
ever. This paper discusses the rationale for adult immunization in India, assesses its current
status, identifies key challenges, and suggests strategies to strengthen adult vaccine uptake in
the country. Evidence suggests that adult vaccination significantly reduces morbidity,
mortality, and healthcare expenditures, while also improving productivity and quality of life.
Despite these benefits, India lacks a universal adult immunization programme, and current
recommendations from national advisory bodies remain poorly implemented due to limited
awareness, high out-of-pocket costs, weak surveillance systems, and inadequate integration
with primary healthcare services. Building upon the experiences from the COVID-19
vaccination campaign, the article highlights policy, system, and implementation-level actions
required to institutionalize adult immunization as an integral component of India’s preventive
health framework. With strategic investment and sustained political commitment, adult
immunization can become a key pillar of preventive healthcare, contributing to healthier

ageing and improved population health outcomes.
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Introduction

India has made significant strides in

childhood immunization, particularly
through its Universal Immunization
Programme (UIP), targeting vaccine-
preventable diseases (VPDs) among
children. However, adult immunization
remains a relatively neglected area in
public health policy and practice. As the
population ages and the burden of non-
communicable diseases (NCDs),
comorbidities, and occupational hazards
rises, adult vaccination becomes a crucial
tool to reduce morbidity, mortality, and
healthcare costs [1, 2]. Recent experiences
from the COVID-19 pandemic have
further highlighted the need for robust

adult immunization systems [3].

The article explores the rationale for adult
immunization in India, reviews its current
status, highlights the challenges, and
provides a roadmap for its future

integration into national health priorities.

The Need for Adult Immunization

Changing Demographics and
Epidemiology

India's demographic profile is undergoing
a rapid transformation, with the proportion
of adults (aged 18 and above) increasing

significantly. As per the 2021 census
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projections, over 60% of the population is
in the working-age group (15-59 years).
Older adults and those with chronic
conditions  which  impairs immune
responses such as diabetes, cardiovascular
disease, chronic kidney disease, and
chronic  respiratory  illnesses  face
heightened risks of severe infections like
influenza, pneumococcal pneumonia,
hepatitis, and herpes =zoster [4-0].
Vaccination in  adulthood  reduces
morbidity, mortality, and healthcare
expenditure while improving productivity
and quality of life. Furthermore,
vaccination of high-risk groups such as
healthcare workers, pregnant women, and
immunocompromised individuals
contributes to both direct and indirect

protection.

Burden of Vaccine-Preventable Diseases

Among Adults

Many VPDs traditionally associated with
childhood are increasingly affecting adults.
Hepatitis B and C, Human Papillomavirus
(HPV) related cancers, tuberculosis,
influenza, and pneumococcal infections
contribute substantially to adult morbidity
and mortality. According to the World
Health  Organization (WHO), lower
respiratory  tract infections including

influenza and pneumococcal pneumonia
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are leading causes of death among adults

globally [7].

In India, studies have shown that:

o Influenza-associated hospitalization
rates are highest among the elderly and
those with comorbidities [8].

e Hepatitis B virus (HBV) prevalence
among adults is estimated to be around
3-4% [9].

e HPV contributes to over 90% of
cervical cancer cases, the second most

common cancer among Indian women

[10].

Occupational and High-Risk Groups
Healthcare workers, laboratory personnel,
sanitation workers, and others in high-risk
occupations are more prone to infections
such as HBV, tetanus, and influenza [1].
Adult immunization is also vital for people
with immunocompromising conditions
(e.g., HIV, cancer), travellers, and
pregnant women, where immunization can
protect both the mother and child (e.g.,
Tdap, influenza) [11].

Current Status of Adult Immunization

in India
Absence of a Universal Programme

India does not currently have a universal
adult immunization programme. Some

adult wvaccines are recommended by
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professional bodies such as the Indian
Association of Preventive and Social
Medicine (IAPSM), Indian Academy of
Pediatrics (IAP), and National Technical
Advisory Group on Immunization

(NTAGI), but there is no structured,

government-supported delivery
mechanism [12].
Policy Framework and

Recommendations

The National Technical Advisory Group
on Immunization (NTAGI) and Indian
Academy of Pediatrics (IAP), in
conjunction with the Association of

Physicians of India (API) and Indian

Medical  Association (IMA), have
published guidelines for adult
immunization. These include

recommendations for vaccines such as

[12].

o Hepatitis B: For all adults, especially
healthcare workers and those with
chronic liver disease.

o Influenza: Annual vaccination for
adults >65 years, pregnant women, and
high-risk individuals.

e Pneumococcal Vaccine (PCV,
PPSV23): For elderly and persons with
chronic conditions.

e HPYV Vaccine: For females aged 945

years.
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o Tetanus-diphtheria (Td) or Tdap:
Booster every 10 years, especially for
pregnant women.

o Typhoid, Rabies, Japanese

Encephalitis: For travellers and region-

specific needs.

COVID-19 Vaccination: A Turning

Point

The most significant adult immunization
drive in Indian history was the COVID-19
vaccination campaign [13]. Launched in
January 2021, it targeted adults first and
achieved over 2 billion doses administered,
showcasing the feasibility of a nationwide
adult vaccination programme. This
experience has established cold-chain
capacity, digital tracking (CoWIN), and
public acceptance, which can be leveraged

for broader adult vaccination efforts [14].

Limited Uptake and Awareness

Despite  available = recommendations,
vaccine uptake among adults remains low.
According to a 2022 study by the Public
Health Foundation of India [15],
awareness about adult vaccines was below
30% among the general population. Many
private hospitals offer adult vaccines, but
these are largely out-of-pocket expenses

and underutilized.

Adult Immunization in India

Challenges in Implementing Adult

Immunization

1. Policy and Programmatic Gaps

Unlike the robust infrastructure for
childhood immunization under UIP, there
is no dedicated policy or programme for
adult immunization. Lack of integration
with primary healthcare services leads to
missed opportunities for vaccination

during routine adult visits.

2. Limited Awareness Among Public

and Providers

Vaccination is often perceived as a
childhood-only intervention. Healthcare
providers receive limited training on adult
immunization, resulting in low

recommendation rates [16].

3. Cost and Access Barriers

Most adult vaccines are not subsidized
under public health schemes and are often
available only in tertiary care or private
facilities, limiting access for rural or

economically disadvantaged populations.

4. Surveillance and Data Limitations

There is inadequate disease surveillance
and vaccine coverage data among adults,
making it difficult to assess disease burden

and prioritize immunization strategies.
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This hinders evidence-based

policymaking.

5. Logistics and Cold Chain

While childhood immunization benefits
from dedicated cold chain and logistics
under UIP, adult wvaccines are often
excluded from these systems. Ensuring
vaccine availability at the point of care

remains a challenge.

6. Vaccine Hesitancy

Despite India's success in COVID-19
vaccination, hesitancy around safety, side
effects, and misinformation remains a
challenge for adult immunization,
especially for newer vaccines like HPV or

shingles [17].

The Way Forward

To build a sustainable adult immunization
programme in India, a multifaceted

strategy is required (Figure 1)

1. Policy Integration and National

Programme

There is an urgent need to develop a
National Adult Immunization Policy that
outlines priority groups, vaccines, funding
mechanisms, and integration with existing
health systems. Adult immunization

should be embedded within Ayushman
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Bharat’s Health and Wellness Centres and
linked to routine NCD care [18].

Adult immunizationin India
[ J

THE NEED —
Growing adult population and increasing burden M

of non-communicable diseases

Adults vulnerable to infections such as influenza,
pneumococcal disease, and hepatitis B

Only childhood vaccines included in Universal
Immunization Programme

Healthcare workers, elderly, pregnant women
among those at higher risk

CURRENT STATUS

No universal adult immunization program in india
Certain vaccines recommended for adults, low uptake
COVID-19 vaccination drive demonstrated feasibility

of adult immunization
Limited awarenes and access to aduit vaccines ﬁ\
L]
CHALLENGES

Lack of policy and dedicated program

Poor awareness among the public and providers
High out-of-pocket costs, limited availability |
Inadequate surveillance and data on adult d:ease\\ /,
burden Q

WAY FORWARD
Adopt a national policy on adult immunization
Focus on high-risk groups initially
Conduct public and provider awareness campaigns

Figure 1: Author created Infographic on
Adult Immunization in India

2. Prioritizing High-Risk Groups

Initial focus can be on vaccinating
healthcare workers, elderly, people with
comorbidities, pregnant women, and
institutionalized individuals, where cost-
effectiveness and health impact are

highest.

3. Public Awareness and Health

Provider Training

Intensified Information, Education, and

Communication (IEC) campaigns must be
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launched to inform the public and debunk
myths about adult vaccines.
Simultaneously, capacity building of
healthcare providers through inclusion in
medical curricula and continuing medical

education (CME) is crucial.

4. Leveraging COVID-19 Infrastructure

The success of CoWIN, cold-chain
improvements, and public-private

partnerships  during the COVID-19
vaccination drive offer a ready foundation
for broader adult immunization efforts.
Expanding this infrastructure for multiple

vaccines would enhance efficiency [19].

5. Financing and Incentives

Inclusion of key adult vaccines in publicly
funded schemes like Ayushman Bharat can
improve affordability. Innovative
financing models such as employer-
insurance

sponsored vaccination,

coverage, or PPP models can be explored.

6. Research and Surveillance

Regular serosurveys, vaccine coverage

monitoring, and disease  burden

Adult Immunization in India

assessments are vital for tracking impact
and refining strategies. The establishment
of a National Vaccine Registry for adults

would be a progressive step [20].

Conclusion

India stands at the cusp of a demographic
and epidemiological transition where adult
immunization can no longer remain a blind
spot in public health policy. The
experience gained during the COVID-19
pandemic provides a historic opportunity
to institutionalize adult vaccination and
protect millions from preventable diseases.
With political will, public awareness, and
programmatic integration, adult

immunization can emerge as a key pillar of

India’s preventive health system.

A paradigm shift is needed from treating
vaccination as a one-time childhood
intervention to viewing it as a lifelong

investment in health.
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