
NEUROLOGY / STROKE

28 September 2026

Routine childhood vaccines: Less coverage means 
more than just infections
Written by The Life Science Feed Editorial Team · Published 28 September 2026 · Edited by Mara Voss

The Essential Programme on Immunization (EPI) has historically been a public health triumph, preventing an 

estimated 154 million childhood deaths worldwide since 1974. But recent decades show a concerning plateau 

in progress, particularly in vaccine coverage, which the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated.1 This stagnation in 

fundamental public health measures has broad implications, extending beyond infectious diseases to overall 

population health trends.

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: Global routine childhood vaccination coverage has stalled and become more inequitable since 

2010, failing to meet WHO's Immunization Agenda 2030 goals.

º The Data: The EPI averted an estimated 154 million childhood deaths globally through routine vaccination 

since 1974.1

º The Action: Clinicians should be aware of the broader public health context of declining vaccination rates, 

as these trends can indirectly impact the prevalence of non-communicable diseases and overall population 

health.

The global health community has long celebrated the success of routine childhood vaccination programs, particularly the 

Essential Programme on Immunization (EPI), which began in 1974. This initiative has averted an estimated 154 million 

childhood deaths worldwide, a clear indication of its profound impact on global health.1 But the narrative of continuous 

improvement has faltered in recent decades, with progress in vaccine coverage stagnating and inequities persisting across 

regions.

A systematic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2023, published in The Lancet, examined global, regional, 

and national trends in routine childhood vaccination coverage from 1980 to 2023, with forecasts extending to 2030.1 

The analysis aimed to inform and reorient strategies for achieving the ambitious goals set by the Immunization Agenda 

2030 (IA2030), which seeks to improve vaccine coverage globally.1 Understanding these trends is critical for public 

health planning, especially as the world grapples with the long-term consequences of disrupted healthcare systems.

The Stagnation in Vaccination Coverage
Routine childhood vaccination coverage has seen persistent inequities and stagnating progress, a trend amplified by 

the COVID-19 pandemic.1 While the EPI's early decades demonstrated remarkable gains, the momentum has not been 

sustained, leaving significant populations vulnerable.1 This plateau is not merely a statistical anomaly; it represents a 

failure to reach the most vulnerable children, perpetuating health disparities that have far-reaching consequences.
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The analysis highlighted that despite the initial successes, the world is now halfway through the IA2030 decade 

without having adequately addressed these coverage gaps.1 The implications extend beyond the immediate risk of 

vaccine-preventable diseases. A population with compromised foundational health, due to inadequate vaccination, may 

exhibit increased susceptibility to other health challenges, including those typically associated with older age groups. 

This broader vulnerability could contribute to unexpected shifts in disease epidemiology, such as the observed rise in 

stroke rates among younger adults.

But the direct link between vaccination rates and stroke incidence is not established by this paper. The GBD 2023 Vaccine 

Coverage Collaborators focused exclusively on vaccination trends and their impact on infectious disease mortality.1 They 

did not investigate correlations with non-communicable diseases like stroke. Any inference about stroke rates from this 

data would be speculative, requiring further dedicated research into the complex relationship of public health factors and 

cardiovascular outcomes. Clinicians should not interpret these vaccination trends as a direct cause of rising stroke rates, 

but rather as an indicator of broader systemic vulnerabilities in public health infrastructure that may indirectly contribute 

to overall population health decline.

Still, the data show a critical need for renewed focus on primary prevention at a population level. If basic public health 

measures like vaccination are faltering, it signals a systemic issue that could manifest in various health crises. The 

bidirectional link between traumatic brain injury and psychiatric conditions, for instance, illustrates how seemingly 

disparate health issues can be interconnected through underlying vulnerabilities. A robust public health system, including 

high vaccination coverage, forms the bedrock of population resilience against a spectrum of health threats.

Implications for Broader Health Trends
The stagnation in vaccination coverage, while directly impacting infectious disease prevention, also serves as a canary 

in the coal mine for broader public health challenges.1 When fundamental health programs falter, it often reflects 

underlying systemic issues such as strained healthcare resources, economic disparities, or public trust deficits. These 

factors can collectively contribute to a decline in overall population health, potentially influencing the incidence of 

non-communicable diseases.

The GBD 2023 analysis provides a stark reminder that public health gains are not permanent; they require sustained effort 

and investment.1 The ambitious goals of IA2030 are at risk if current trends persist, suggesting a need for re-evaluation of 

strategies and resource allocation.1 This situation demands attention from policymakers and healthcare providers alike, 

as the long-term consequences of neglected public health infrastructure can be profound and far-reaching, affecting 

everything from infectious disease outbreaks to chronic disease burdens.

The absence of direct evidence linking vaccination rates to stroke incidence in this particular study means clinicians 

must exercise caution in drawing conclusions. But the overall picture of stagnating public health progress should 

prompt a broader consideration of population health determinants. For example, understanding biomarkers that predict 

motor function recovery after stroke becomes even more critical in a context where primary prevention efforts may be 

weakening. The focus remains on managing acute events and rehabilitation, but the upstream factors contributing to 

disease incidence cannot be ignored.

The data from the GBD 2023 Vaccine Coverage Collaborators highlight a concerning trend in global health.1 While 

the paper does not directly address stroke rates, the broader implications of declining public health infrastructure 

are undeniable. Clinicians should remain vigilant about the many factors influencing patient health, recognizing 
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that a weakening of foundational public health programs can have ripple effects across various disease areas. For a 

comprehensive understanding of neurological conditions and their management, a resource like the Oxford Handbook 

of Neurology can be invaluable, providing quick reference for diagnosis and treatment.

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

The stagnation in routine childhood vaccination coverage, as detailed by the GBD 2023 Vaccine Coverage 

Collaborators, is a stark warning for the entire healthcare system. While the paper does not directly link these 

trends to rising stroke rates in younger adults, it shows a broader weakening of public health foundations. This 

erosion of basic preventative measures creates a more vulnerable population, where the incidence of both 

infectious and non-communicable diseases could shift in unpredictable ways.

Clinicians must recognize that the health of their patients is not isolated from the health of the community. 

A decline in population-level immunity and general public health resilience means individual patients may 

present with conditions that are either more severe or appear at younger ages than historically expected. This 

necessitates a heightened awareness of risk factors and a proactive approach to screening, even in seemingly 

low-risk demographics.

The industry, too, should take note. Sustained public health programs are essential for a stable and healthy 

population, which in turn impacts the burden of disease and the demand for therapies. Neglecting foundational 

prevention efforts will inevitably lead to increased pressure on curative and rehabilitative services, potentially 

straining healthcare budgets and resources further. Investment in robust public health infrastructure is not just 

a moral imperative; it is an economic necessity.

For patients, these trends mean a potential increase in health risks that were once considered largely 

controlled. The collective benefit of high vaccination rates protects not only individuals but also the most 

vulnerable in society. The current trajectory suggests a future where preventable diseases may resurface, and 

the overall health market becomes more challenging to navigate, making comprehensive clinical resources 

like the Oxford Handbook of Clinical Medicine even more critical for everyday practice.
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This content is intended for healthcare professionals only and does not constitute medical advice. Clinical decisions must be made by qualified 
practitioners based on individual patient circumstances.
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