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Preventing RSV:

KEY TAKEAWAYS

Providing OLDER PATIENTS 
With the Information They Need

Learning Objectives
After participating in this activity, learners should be better able to:
• Describe the mechanism of respiratory syncytial virus (RSV) illness in adults, as well as its overall incidence in 

this population
• Summarize the disease burden of RSV illness in US adults, with a focus on hospitalizations, comorbidities, and 

health disparities
• Evaluate the data on performance of RSV vaccines to assess their potential role in prevention strategies for 

older adults

RSV Illness in Adults
RSV Pathology in Adults
• The ability of RSV to establish infection is similar to that of influenza virus and human coronavirus1

• By the age of 2 years, 97% of children have been infected with RSV, but infection can recur throughout life2-4

• Each year, RSV infection develops in 3%-7% of healthy community-dwelling adults (i.e., not living in long-term 
care facilities) aged 65 years and over and in 4%-10% of adults with chronic heart or lung disease who are at 
high risk for severe RSV illness5 

• Symptoms of RSV illness are indistinguishable from respiratory diseases caused by other viruses4,6

• Illness is usually limited to the upper respiratory tract in healthy adults3

• Factors such as older age (> 60-65 years of age), chronic heart or lung disease, weakened immune system, 
and residence in a long-term care facility are associated with increased risk of severe illness, including lower 
respiratory tract disease (LRTD)3,7,8

• RSV may exacerbate existing chronic conditions6

• Symptoms of LRTD include cough, sputum production, dyspnea, wheezing, and tachypnea4 
• Pathological changes that may accompany RSV LRTD and contribute to severe disease include: epithelial cell 

sloughing, syncytia formation, lumenal debris accumulation, airway obstruction and plugging, inflammation, 
increased mucus production, and impaired mucociliary transport3 

Impact of RSV in Older Adults
• Similar or worse outcomes have been reported for older adults hospitalized with RSV compared with COVID-

19 or influenza, including greater oxygen requirement, risk of ICU admission, and likelihood of invasive 
mechanical ventilation or death9

• Hospitalization of adults with RSV is more likely in communities where more people live below poverty level10

• Nearly 20% of RSV hospitalizations in adults ≥ 60 years old occur in residents of long-term care facilities11 
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Higher Numbers of RSV-Associated Hospitalizations and Deaths Among Older Adults Than 
Young Children in the U.S.5,12-15

 

 

Outcome Older Adults, ≥ 65 years of age Young Children, < 5 years of age

Hospitalizations/year ≈177,000 58,000‒80,000

Deaths/year ≈14,000 100‒300

Preventing RSV in Older Adults: Focus on the Role of Vaccination
Three RSV Vaccines Currently Approved by the U.S. Food and Drug Administration

Characteristic/ 
Indication

RSV vaccine,  
adjuvanted (GSK)16 RSV vaccine, bivalent (Pfizer)17 RSV vaccine, mRNA  

(Moderna)18

Composition/ 
How 
Supplied16-18

• Lyophilized recombinant 
RSV F protein antigen 
(based on RSV-A 
subtype), stabilized in 
prefusion conformation

• Adjuvant suspension for 
reconstitution

• Lyophilized, recombinant RSV F 
protein antigen (based on RSV-A 
and RSV-B subtypes) stabilized in 
prefusion conformation

• Sterile water for reconstitution

• Injectable suspension of 
RSV vaccine consisting 
of nucleoside modified 
mRNA encoding the 
RSV F glycoprotein 
stabilized in prefusion 
conformation

Mechanism of 
Action16-18

Induces an immune response against RSV F proteina, in prefusion conformation (preF), that 
protects against LRTD caused by RSV

Indication(s)16-18 Active immunization for 
prevention of LRTD cause 
by RSV in individuals: 
• ≥ 60 years of age
• 50-59 years of age who 

are at increased risk for 
LRTD caused by RSV

Active immunization for prevention 
of LRTD cause by RSV in individuals 
≥ 60 years of age

Active immunization of pregnant 
individuals at 32-36 weeks 
gestational age for prevention of 
LRTD caused by RSV in infants from 
birth through 6 months of ageb

Active immunization 
for the prevention of 
LRTD caused by RSV in 
individuals 60 years of age 
and older

aRSV F protein mediates fusion of virus and host cell membranes3

bOnly one RSV vaccine is currently approved for use in pregnant individuals to prevent LRTD in infants
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Effectiveness of FDA-Approved RSV Vaccines in U.S. Adults ≥ 60 Years of Age

Outcome in Adults ≥60 years old GSK RSVPreF3 OA Pfizer RSVpreF Moderna  
mRNA-1354

Efficacy against LRTD 82.6%19 66.7%20,a 83.7%21,a

Efficacy against severe LRTD 94.1%19 85.7%20,b 82.4%21,b

Number to vaccinate to prevent 1 RSV 
outpatient visit 9022 10322 NA

Number to vaccinate to prevent 1 RSV 
hospitalization 1,34822 1,56722 NA

Number to vaccinate to prevent 1 RSV death 27,28422 31,17122 NA

Data from a trial of the GSK vaccine also showed attenuation of severe RSV breakthrough illness.23
 

NA, not available; a2 or more signs/symptoms; b3 or more signs/symptoms

Additional Information on RSV Vaccine Efficacy and Safety
• The vaccine indicated for individuals 50-59 years of age was approved based on its ability to induce an immune 

response noninferior to the response in adults 60 years of age and older16

• FDA-approved vaccines are generally well-tolerated with an acceptable safety profile8

• A few inflammatory neurologic events (e.g., Guillain-Barré syndrome) have been reported in clinical trials and 
post-marketing surveillance for some of the vaccines, but it is unclear whether they were caused by the vaccines, 
so there is continued monitoring to clarify whether the vaccines increase the risk of these events16-18,19,24,25 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention Recommendation on RSV Vaccination for Adults26,27

• Everyone ≥ 75 years of age should receive RSV vaccination
• People 60-74 years of age who are at increased risk of severe RSV illness, such as those with certain chronic 

medical conditions (e.g., lung or heart disease) or living in nursing homes, should receive RSV vaccination
• The RSV vaccine is not currently an annual vaccine, so people do not need a dose every season
• RSV vaccination will provide the most benefit if given in late summer to early fall, but it may be given year-round
• Coadministration with other vaccines is acceptable
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Key Takeaways
• Impact of RSV illness in older adults and adults at risk for severe RSV-related illness can be serious, including 

hospitalization or death

• All available RSV vaccines are approved for adults ≥ 60 years old, and one is also approved for adults 50-59 
years of age who are at risk for severe RSV-related illness

• Risk factors for severe RSV illness include older age (especially age ≥ 75 years), heart disease, lung disease, and 
weakened immune system, as well as other chronic conditions 

• Available RSV vaccines are effective in preventing serious RSV illness in adults ≥ 60 years old

• The CDC recommends that all people 75 years of age and older and people 60 to 74 years old who are at risk for 
severe RSV-related illness should receive RSV vaccination

• People aged 50 and over should ask their healthcare provider about their risk for severe RSV-related disease 
and getting an RSV vaccine
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