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Healthy boys may be more likely to be admitted to hospital with a rare side-effect of
the Pfizer/BioNTech Covid vaccine that causes inflammation of the heart than with
Covid itself, US researchers claim.

Their analysis of medical data suggests that boys aged 12 to 15, with no underlying
medical conditions, are four to six times more likely to be diagnosed with vaccine-
related myocarditis than ending up in hospital with Covid over a four-month period.

Most children who experienced the rare side-effect had symptoms within days of the
second shot of Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine, though a similar side-effect is seen with the
Moderna jab. About 86% of the boys affected required some hospital care, the authors
said.
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Saul Faust, professor of paediatric immunology and infectious diseases at the
University of Southampton, who was not involved in the work, said the findings
appeared to justify the cautious approach taken on teenage vaccines by the UK’s Joint
Committee on Vaccines and Immunisation.

The JCVI did not recommend vaccinating healthy 12 to 15-year-olds, but referred the
matter to the UK’s chief medical officers who are expected to make a final decision next
week. Children aged 12 to 15 who are particularly vulnerable to Covid, or who live with
an at-risk person, are eligible for the shots.

In the latest study, which has yet to be peer reviewed, Dr Tracy Høeg at the University
of California and colleagues analysed adverse reactions to Covid vaccines in US
children aged 12 to 17 during the first six months of 2021. They estimate the rate of
myocarditis after two shots of Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine to be 162.2 cases per million for
healthy boys aged 12 to 15 and 94 cases per million for healthy boys aged 16 to 17. The
equivalent rates for girls were 13.4 and 13 cases per million, respectively. At current US
infection rates, the risk of a healthy adolescent being taken to hospital with Covid in
the next 120 days is about 44 per million, they said.

How reliable the data is and whether similar numbers could be seen in the UK if
healthy 12 to 15-year-olds are vaccinated are unclear: vaccine reactions are recorded
differently in the US and shots are given at longer time intervals in the UK. According to
the UK medicines regulator, the rate of myocarditis after Covid vaccination is only six
per million shots of Pfizer/BioNTech.

So far, UK children have not been admitted to hospital for Covid in large numbers and
may not be at great risk of long Covid. While the recent Clock study found that up to
14% of children who caught Covid may still have symptoms 15 weeks later, levels of
fatigue appear similar to those in children who have not caught the virus. This suggests
that children may be spared some of the most debilitating problems seen in adult long
Covid.

The overwhelming majority of myocarditis appears after the
second dose of vaccine, so offering single shots could protect children while reducing
their risk of the side effect even further.

“While myocarditis after vaccination is exceptionally rare, we may be able to change
the first or second doses or combine vaccines differently to avoid the risk at all, once
we understand the physiology better,” said Prof Faust. “On balance, there is no urgency
to immunise children from a medical perspective, although if schools are unable to
maintain education for the vast majority at all times, the overall balance could shift. If
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… we have a small favour to ask. Tens of millions have placed their trust in the
Guardian’s high-impact journalism since we started publishing 200 years ago,
turning to us in moments of crisis, uncertainty, solidarity and hope. More than 1.5
million readers, from 180 countries, have recently taken the step to support us
financially – keeping us open to all, and fiercely independent.

With no shareholders or billionaire owner, we can set our own agenda and provide
trustworthy journalism that’s free from commercial and political influence, offering a
counterweight to the spread of misinformation. When it’s never mattered more, we
can investigate and challenge without fear or favour.

my two teenage children are offered the vaccine by the NHS my GP wife and I will have
no hesitation in allowing them to receive the vaccine.”

Prof Adam Finn, a member of JCVI at the University of Bristol, said: “I stand by the
JCVI advice, which is not to go ahead at this time with vaccinating healthy 12 to 15-
year-olds on health outcome risk-benefit grounds given the current uncertainty – as
there is a small but plausible risk that rare harms could turn out to outweigh modest
benefits.”

The MHRA said it has been closely monitoring all available data on the potential risk of
myocarditis and pericarditis following Covid-19 vaccination. “We have concluded that
the Covid-19 vaccines made by Pfizer/BioNTech and Moderna may be linked with a
small increase in the risk of these very rare conditions. The cases tended to be mild and
the vast majority recovered with simple treatment and rest,” they added.

The spokesperson said the latest study had been considered by the government’s
independent advisory body, the Covid-19 vaccines benefit risk expert working group,
which found that the interpretation of the findings was limited by the fact that the
study did not take into account differences in treatment practices when comparing
hospitalisation rates between Covid-19 infections and myocarditis and pericarditis
presenting post-vaccination, and there was no assessment of severity and duration of
illness after admission.

“Safety monitoring strategies are in place for individuals under 18 years, including
monitoring myocarditis and pericarditis occurring post-vaccination and the long term
outcomes with these events. The MHRA continues to keep the safety of Covid-19
vaccines under close and continual review,” the spokesperson added.

 This article was amended on 12 September 2021 to add feedback from the MHRA
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Unlike many others, Guardian journalism is available for everyone to read, regardless
of what they can afford to pay. We do this because we believe in information
equality. Greater numbers of people can keep track of global events, understand their
impact on people and communities, and become inspired to take meaningful action.

We aim to offer readers a comprehensive, international perspective on critical events
shaping our world – from the Black Lives Matter movement, to the new American
administration, Brexit, and the world's slow emergence from a global pandemic. We
are committed to upholding our reputation for urgent, powerful reporting on the
climate emergency, and made the decision to reject advertising from fossil fuel
companies, divest from the oil and gas industries, and set a course to achieve net
zero emissions by 2030.

If there were ever a time to join us, it is now. Every contribution, however big or
small, powers our journalism and sustains our future. Support the Guardian from as
little as $1 – it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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