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Covid-19 immunity likely
lasts for years
A new study shows immune cells primed to fight the coronavirus
should persist for a long time after someone is vaccinated or
recovers from infection.
by Neel V. Patel

January 6, 2021

Covid-19 patients who recovered from the disease still have robust immunity
from the coronavirus eight months after infection, according to a new study.
The result is an encouraging sign that the authors interpret to mean
immunity to the virus probably lasts for many years, and it should alleviate
fears that the covid-19 vaccine would require repeated booster shots to
protect against the disease and finally get the pandemic under control.
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The study, published January 6 in Science, contrasts with earlier findings
that suggested covid-19 immunity could be short-lived, putting millions
who’ve already recovered at risk of reinfection. That predicament wouldn’t
have been a total surprise, since infection by other coronaviruses generates
antibodies that fade fairly quickly. But the new study suggests reinfection
should only be a problem for a very small percentage of people who’ve
developed immunity—whether through an initial infection or by
vaccination.
In fact, the new study does show that a small number of recovered people do
not have long-lasting immunity. But vaccination ought to oﬀset that problem
by ensuring herd immunity in the larger population.
The new paper studied blood samples from 185 men and women who had
recovered from covid-19—most from a mild infection, although 7% were
hospitalized. Each person provided at least one blood sample between six
days and eight months after their initial symptoms, and 43 of the samples
were taken after six months. The team that ran the investigation measured
the levels of several immunological agents that work together to prevent
reinfection: antibodies (which tag a pathogen for destruction by the immune
system or neutralize its activity), B cells (which make antibodies), and T cells
(which kill infected cells).
The researchers found that antibodies in the body declined moderately after
eight months, although levels varied wildly between individuals. But T-cell
numbers declined only modestly, and B-cell numbers held steady and
sometimes inexplicably grew. That means that despite decreases in freeflowing antibodies, the components that can restart antibody production and
coordinate an attack against the coronavirus stick around at pretty high
levels. Crotty adds that the same mechanisms that lead to immune memory
after infection also form the basis for immunity after vaccination, so the
same trends ought to hold for vaccinated people as well.
And while immunity to other coronaviruses has been less than stellar, it’s
worth looking at what happens in people who recovered from SARS, a close
cousin of the virus that causes covid-19. A study published in August showed
that T cells specific to SARS can remain in the blood for at least 17 years,
bolstering hopes that covid-19 immunity could last for decades.
The new study isn’t perfect. It would have been better to collect multiple
blood samples from every participant. “Immunity varies from person to
person, and uncommon individuals with weak immune memory still may be
susceptible to reinfection,” Crotty cautions. And we can’t make any firm
conclusions about covid-19 immunity until years have passed—it’s simply
too early. Nonetheless, this latest result is a good indication that if the
vaccination rollout goes well (a big if), we might soon be able to put the
pandemic behind us.

Share

Tagged

Link

Coronavirus

Author

Neel V. Patel

Deplatformed Jan 8
FOLLOW

Twitter bans Trump
Social media platforms have finally blocked the president’s accounts. Previous cases
show that deplatforming works—if the costs are high enough.

01.

02.

03.

Twitter locked Trump’s
account. Insiders say it
needs to go further.
Jan 06

EmTech Stage: Twitter’s
CTO on misinformation
Nov 18

Why Congress should look
at Twitter and Facebook
Jul 27

Artificial intelligence 13 hours

Five ways to make AI a greater force for
good in 2021
There's more attention on AI’s influence than ever before. Let's make it count.

Election 2020 1 day

How an internet lie about the Capitol
invasion turned into an instant conspiracy
theory
False claims that the invasion of Congress was staged spread at breakneck pace—
thanks to activists, the media, and Republican politicians.

Climate change 1 day

The odds of US climate progress just
improved a bit
Democrats now have a thin advantage in the Senate, but it’s enough to get some
things done.

Biotechnology 2 days

Covid-19 immunity likely lasts for years
A new study shows immune cells primed to fight the coronavirus should persist for a
long time after someone is vaccinated or recovers from infection.

Assault on the Capitol Jan 8

The scramble to archive Capitol
insurrection footage before it
disappears
A global eﬀort to save incriminating evidence raises ethical quandaries.

01.

02.

03.

04.

Of course you could have
seen this coming
Jan 08

How an internet lie about
the Capitol invasion turned
into an instant conspiracy
theory
Jan 07

Congress was warned
over QAnon. Hours later,
Trump boosted it.
Oct 16

Evangelicals are looking
for answers online.
They’re finding QAnon
instead.
Aug 26

SPONSORED

The power of value 4.0 for industrial internet of
things
There is a huge task ahead of companies that want to transform their production and
business operations and generate value with digital technologies.
Provided by Reply

Opinion 3 days

Without leadership on vaccine rollout,
scams are inevitable
People seeking vaccinations in Florida were hit by fraudsters. That’s no surprise when
responsibility is forced on overstretched local oﬃcials.

Opinion Jan 06

What Buddhism can do for AI ethics
Buddhism teaches us to focus our energy on eliminating suﬀering in the world.

This avocado armchair could be the future of AI
Sign up for The Download - Your daily dose of what's up in emerging
technology
Sign up

Enter your email, get the newsletter
Stay updated on MIT Technology Review initiatives and events?

You've read 1 of 3

Yes

Load more

No

Sign in

Subscribe

