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Why are women so vulnerable to COVID-
19 in pregnancy?
The UK is facing an uncertain winter as both COVID-19 and flu are expected
to spread at the same time. And while many people have been vaccinated
against COVID-19, those who haven't yet had their jabs remain at high risk -
particularly pregnant women. But why are those who are expecting at
higher risk of becoming seriously ill if they get infected?

Pregnant women are no more or less likely to contract COVID-19 than the
general population, research currently suggests. However, there is growing
evidence that COVID in pregnancy uts women at increased risk of severe
illness, especially in the third trimester.

"More than half of the women who test positive for COVID in pregnancy
have no COVID symptoms, but particularly in the later stages of pregnancy,
women are at an increased risk of becoming seriously unwell," says Dr Jo
Mountfield, consultant obstetrician and vice president of the Royal College
of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists.

"We are sadly seeing more pregnant women becoming severely ill with
COVID-19 in this third wave than in the previous two waves."

How common is COVID in pregnancy?
According to research by NHS England, almost a fifth of the most critically ill
coronavirus patients in England in recent months were unvaccinated
expectant mothers. Between July and September, 17% of COVID-19 patients
receiving treatment through a lung-bypass machine were mothers-to-be
who had not had their first dose of a COVID-19 vaccine.

Pregnant women also accounted for 32% of all females aged between 16
and 49 in intensive care and on extracorporeal membrane oxygenation -
used when a patient's lungs are so damaged that even a ventilator cannot
maintain oxygen levels.
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Why are women vulnerable to severe illness
from COVID in pregnancy?
Research from other pandemics has suggested that pregnant women are
more susceptible to becoming more unwell from viral infections such as
COVID-19 and flu than those who aren’t pregnant. During the 2009 swine flu
and 2002 SARS outbreaks, pregnant women were found to be more likely to
have serious complications from infection.

"Pregnancy puts extra pressure on a woman's heart and lungs, which can
affect the woman's breathing," explains Mountfield. "If a pregnant woman
gets COVID-19 and develops symptoms which affect their breathing, more
pressure will be exerted on to the lungs which are already under strain from
the baby.

"In these circumstances, we are seeing more pregnant women on
ventilators in intensive care, to maintain a good supply of oxygen."

Immune system and hormone changes during pregnancy
Changes that take place in the immune system during pregnancy can also
leave women more vulnerable to viral infections. The immune system
protects against harmful foreign intruders such as bacteria, but it has to
work harder to protect both mother and baby during pregnancy.

While pregnant women's immune systems adapt with the growth and
development of the fetus, some immune responses are suppressed. This
creates a balance that can protect the baby without compromising the
health of the mother. These changes also prevent the immune system from
attacking the fetus as a 'foreign body'.

High levels of the hormones oestrogen and progesterone cause the upper
part of the respiratory tract to swell - which in addition to the restricted
lung expansion in the last trimester - makes pregnant women more
susceptible to complications from respiratory viruses.

"Women are at slightly increased risk of becoming severely unwell if they do
catch COVID-19 and are more likely to have pregnancy complications such
as preterm birth," says Mountfield.
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In addition to risks for the mother, COVID-19 infection in pregnancy poses
numerous risks for her baby, including a higher risk of stillbirth and an
increased incidence of small-for-gestational age babies.

Why is vaccine hesitancy high among
pregnant people?
Evidence shows that the vaccine is safe for pregnant people and is the
most effective way to protect both mother and baby against the possibility
of severe illness from COVID-19. Despite this, vaccine hesitancy has been
high among those who are pregnant.

Vaccine misinformation
There are several reasons why pregnant women aren't getting vaccinated.
Firstly, rampant anti-vaccine misinformation online has also led many
women to doubt whether vaccination is safe.

Additionally, until real-world data on safety in pregnancy could be
collected, pregnant people in the UK were advised not to get vaccinated
routinely up until April 2021. Instead, their healthcare professional was
advised to look at their individual risk (eg underlying health conditions) and
discuss the pros and cons on a case-by-case basis.

This is because of the ethical issues around including pregnant and
breastfeeding people in clinical trials, meaning they were excluded from
initial studies. There is now ample evidence that pregnant women get high
levels of protection from the COVID-19 vaccine and that there are no
additional safety concerns from the vaccine in pregnancy.

Given the greater risks to pregnant women, the Royal College of
Obstetricians and Gynaecologists and the Royal College of Midwives
strongly recommend vaccination for all pregnant women. Yet vaccination
rates remain significantly lower for pregnant women than for other groups.

Priorities
Pregnant women were also not prioritised for vaccination, despite pressure
placed on the Joint Committee on Vaccination and Immunisation (JCVI).
As a result, even those in their third trimester - who are at higher risk of
complications from COVID-19 infection - have had to wait to be vaccinated
with the rest of their age group.
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"We are urgently calling for all pregnant women to come forward for their
vaccinations," says Dr Edward Morris, president of RCOG. "We do understand
women's concerns about having the vaccine in pregnancy, and we want to
reassure women that there is no link between having the vaccine and an
increased risk of miscarriage, premature birth, or stillbirth."

The COVID vaccine and pregnancy
More than 200,000 women in the UK and USA have had a COVID-19 vaccine
in pregnancy with no concerning safety signals. There is also very strong
real-world evidence of vaccine efficacy with 98% of women admitted to
hospital and getting severe infection having not had the vaccine.

COVID-19 vaccines can be given at any time in pregnancy and the
preference is to offer the Pfizer-BioNTech or Moderna vaccines. However,
women who have had a first dose of the AstraZeneca jab before becoming
pregnant are advised to continue with the same vaccine during pregnancy.

Booster vaccines
Healthcare professionals are also urging all pregnant women eligible for
the COVID-19 booster vaccine to take up the offer.

Frontline health and social care workers, those aged 16 to 49 with
underlying health conditions and adult carers are all eligible for the booster
jab. Adult household contacts of immunosuppressed individuals, all adults
aged 50 years or over and those living in residential care homes for older
adults can all get a third vaccine dose too.

"Anyone who is pregnant and falls into these categories will be eligible to
receive the booster vaccine," says Mountfield. "Many, but not all, healthy
pregnant women who do not fall into these categories are likely to have
been more recently vaccinated so do not as yet need a booster. It is likely
that recommendations for booster jabs will be reviewed regularly by the
JCVI."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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