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Ask the 
Experts
The Immunization Action Coalition extends thanks 
to our experts, medical officer Andrew T. Kroger, 
MD, MPH, and nurse educator Donna L. Weaver, 
RN, MN, both with the National Center for Immu-
nization and Respiratory Diseases at the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).  

Pneumococcal vaccines

If a provider does not yet stock pneumo- 
coccal conjugate vaccine (PCV13, Prevnar 13, 
Pfizer) for adults age 65 years and older but 
stocks pneumococcal polysaccharide vaccine 
(PPSV23, Pneumovax 23, Merck), should that 
provider refer patients to another provider  

to ensure they receive the PCV13 dose first? 
Or should the provider not miss an oppor-
tunity to give the PPSV23 and refer patients 
elsewhere for PCV13 in a year?
The Advisory Committee on Immunization Prac-
tices (ACIP) recommends that pneumococcal 
vaccine-naïve people age 65 years and older should 

Let’s Review! Healthy Patients Age 65 and Older Need  
Two Pneumococcal Vaccines Spaced One Year Apart

Immunization questions?
•  Email nipinfo@cdc.gov

•   Call your state health  
department (phone numbers  
at www.immunize.org/ 
coordinators) 

Despite the fact that more than a year has elapsed 
since the Centers for Disease Control and Preven- 
tion (CDC) first published its recommendations 
for use of two different pneumococcal vaccines 
(Prevnar [pneumococcal conjugate vaccine, PCV13,  
Pfizer] and Pneumovax [pneumococcal polysac-
charide vaccine, PPSV23, Merck]) in healthy adults  
age 65 years and older, confusion abounds about 
the details of these recommendations.

The Immunization Action Coalition (IAC) 
receives frequent inquiries about the use of pneu-
mococcal vaccines in older adults, including “Can  
I give the two vaccines at the same visit?” or “How  
many months should I wait between doses of the 
two vaccines?” IAC’s website for healthcare pro-
fessionals, www.immunize.org, continues to receive  
large numbers of visitors to its feature section 
“Ask the Experts” (ATE) (www.immunize.org/
askexperts), where CDC experts answer ques-
tions about vaccines. The pneumococcal section 
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of ATE has been visited at a rate nearly three 
times that of any other ATE section, with more 
than 20,000 visits in January alone.

Let’s review the details of these recommenda-
tions. In 2014, followed by an update in 2015, 
CDC published the following recommendations 
for the use of two pneumococcal vaccines in 
healthy adults age 65 years and older:1

•		Administer	1	dose	of	Prevnar (PCV13) to 
people age 65 years and older if they have 
not received a dose in the past.
−  One year later, administer 1 dose of 

Pneumovax (PPSV23). 
•		If	 your	 patient	 already	 received	 a	 dose	 of	

Pneumovax at age 65 or older:
− You don’t need to repeat Pneumovax.
−  However, make sure that all your patients 

age 65 and older who have not yet had 
Prevnar receive one dose at least a year 
after the Pneumovax dose.

(For patients who received any pneumococcal 
vaccine doses prior to age 65, see footnote 2.) 

In February, CDC published “Recommended 
Adult Immunization Schedule, U.S., 2016 (see 
www.cdc.gov/vaccines/schedules/downloads/adult/ 
adult-combined-schedule.pdf). The pneumococcal  
vaccine recommendations are fully documented 
in the schedule and its highly detailed footnotes.

Medicare Part B fully covers pneumococcal 
vaccines. Both Prevnar and Pneumovax are cov-
ered under Part B for Medicare recipients age 65 

years and older, as long as recommended spacing 
intervals are honored between vaccine doses. 

Please make sure your patients are vaccinated 
according to CDC recommendations with pneu-
mococcal vaccines. And patients 65 and older may  
be behind on other routinely recommended vac-
cines. Remember to check your patient’s immuni- 
zation status for zoster and Tdap, as well as annual 
influenza vaccine.

FOOTNOTES

1  The 2014 recommendations titled “Use of 13-Valent 
Pneumococcal Conjugate Vaccine and 23-Valent Pneu-
mococcal Polysaccharide Vaccine Among Adults Aged 
≥65 Years: Recommendations of ACIP” are available at 
www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/mm6337a4.htm. 
The 2015 recommendations titled “Intervals Between 
PCV13 and PPSV23 Vaccines: Recommendations of ACIP” 
are available at www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/
mm6434a4.htm.

2  For patients vaccinated prior to age 65 due to high-risk 
conditions:
•	 If your patient received a dose of Prevnar at an age 

younger than 65:
− You do not need to repeat Prevnar.
−  Administer Pneumovax at age 65 years, allowing at 

least a 1-year interval between it and the earlier dose 
of Prevnar.   

•		If	your	patient	received	Pneumovax at an age younger 
than 65:
−  You need to administer another dose of Pneumovax 

at age 65 or later (and at least 5 years after the last 
dose), but first administer Prevnar if your patient 
hasn’t had a dose, and then administer Pneumovax 
one year after the Prevnar dose. 
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