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Babies better protected against whooping cough if mum is vaccinated during 

pregnancy 

10 October 2023 
 

Mothers vaccinated against whooping cough (pertussis) during pregnancy have babies who 
are 70 per cent less likely to have a pertussis infection in infancy, compared to the babies of 
unvaccinated mothers.  
 
The findings published in Pediatrics come from a collaborative study involving Menzies 
School of Health Research. The study looked at 4 years of vaccination data from nearly 
280,000 births across the Northern Territory, Queensland and Western Australia. 
 
Whooping cough is a highly contagious, potentially life-threatening respiratory tract infection. 
It’s also a nationally notifiable disease in Australia. Whooping cough is likely to be most 
severe for infants in their first few weeks of life.  
 
Backed by Australian population-based data, these findings support the recommendation for 
pertussis vaccinations during pregnancy between 20 to 32 weeks to help stop whooping 
cough infections in infants under 6 months old.  
 
The research also debunked that infants born to vaccinated mothers may not respond as 
well to their first pertussis vaccine. There were concerns that the infant vaccine schedule, 
commencing at age 2-months, wouldn’t be as effective if the mother had been vaccinated 
during pregnancy, but no significant impact was uncovered.  
 
The pertussis vaccine is currently available for free in Australia in combination with 
diphtheria and tetanus. Pregnant mothers receive one injection, while babies are vaccinated 
in 5 stages.  
 
This research included 9996 mothers-infant pairs in the Northern Territory. It was funded by 
the National Health and Medical Research Council, Western Australia Department of Health, 
Queensland Health and SANT Datalink.  
 
Read the study in full: https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/doi/10.1542/peds.2023-
062664/194349/Maternal-Pertussis-Vaccination-Infant-
Immunization?autologincheck=redirected  
 
Quotes attributable to lead author of the study, perinatal and paediatric infectious 
disease epidemiologist, Dr Annette Regan: 
“This research provides further reassurance of the benefits of maternal pertussis vaccination 
in Australia. 
 
“Maternal pertussis vaccination is vital to help protect babies from whooping cough in their 
first few months of life, particularly before they are eligible for their first pertussis vaccine at 2 
months of age.”   
 
Quotes attributable to study co-author and Menzies Senior Research Fellow, Dr 
Michael Binks: 
“These findings support the need to raise awareness about the importance of being 
vaccinated during pregnancy. 
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“The study found maternal pertussis vaccine uptake was lowest in the Northern Territory and 
Western Australia. Given the recent efforts to improve uptake in these regions a more 
contemporary evaluation is now warranted.” 
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Menzies School of Health Research  
Menzies is one of Australia’s leading medical research institutes dedicated to improving the 
health and wellbeing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, and a leader in global and 
tropical research into life-threatening illnesses. Menzies continues to translate research into 
effective partnerships and programs in communities across Australia and the Asia-Pacific 
region. 
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