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Background
•

Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, public health measures such as quarantine, lockdown,
isolation, social distancing and mask wearing have been effective in reducing the transmission
of COVID-19.1

•

COVID-19 vaccines have been shown to be highly effective in providing protection against
symptomatic and severe COVID-19.2 Vaccines have also been shown to reduce the chance of
onward transmission by 40 to 50%.3

•

Additionally, for people who are infected with the Delta variant, vaccinated individuals are likely
to experience faster drop in viral loads after day seven of diagnosis compared to unvaccinated
individuals and likely to spread the virus for a lesser time.4, 5

•

As the pandemic progresses and more people are vaccinated, jurisdictions around the world
are considering the impact of vaccination on other public health measures. Some jurisdictions
have waived the requirement for self-isolation for fully vaccinated individuals that were identified
as close contacts. This is on condition that they either don’t have symptoms or get tested at
various points in time after exposure.

Vaccinated people and transmission risk
•

•

Studies have shown that vaccination reduces the likelihood of the individual and their household
members (in case of breakthrough infection in an index case) being infected with COVID-19.6
o

A UK study which analysed data from the Household Transmission Evaluation Dataset
(HOSTED) involving 970,128 household contacts of COVID-19 positive cases reported
that the likelihood of household transmission is reduced by 40% to 50% for vaccinated
cases (≥21 days before testing positive, either with Pfizer or Oxford/AstraZeneca
vaccine) than unvaccinated index cases.3

o

A preprint study from Israel involving more than 2.3 million individuals found that vaccine
(Pfizer) effectiveness against susceptibility to infection was 80 to 88%; the vaccine
effectiveness against infectiousness was 41 to 79% for breakthrough infections among
vaccinated individuals; and the overall vaccine effectiveness against transmission was
88.5%.7

o

A second preprint study from Israel involving 210 households with 215 index cases
found the likelihood of household transmission is 81% less for vaccinated index cases
(with Pfizer) than unvaccinated cases.8

o

A preprint study from Finland found that the indirect effectiveness of vaccination against
infection of household members of the vaccinated individual was 8.7% two weeks after
first dose and 42.9% ten weeks after.9

A study from Israel involving 4,938 COVID-19 positive cases reported that individuals infected
12 days or longer after vaccination (with Pfizer, receiving second dose on day 21) had
significantly lower viral loads at the time of testing than unvaccinated individuals. There was no
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significant difference in viral load between individuals who tested positive one to 11 days after
being vaccinated and who were unvaccinated.10
•

The evidence on vaccine effectiveness against transmission of the Delta variant is currently
emerging. While early evidence suggests the level of viral load among vaccinated individuals
infected with Delta variant is similar to that of unvaccinated individuals, the relative role of
vaccinated individuals spreading the virus in the community and household is unknown.11
Vaccinated individuals infected with Delta variant are likely to experience faster drop in viral
loads after day seven of diagnosis compared with unvaccinated individuals.4
o

A CDC report of a Delta variant outbreak in a county involving 469 COVID-19 positive
cases found that levels of upper respiratory tract SARS-CoV-2 RNA were similar among
fully vaccinated, partially vaccinated, unvaccinated and vaccination status unknown.12

o

A UK study found that the level of viral load in fully vaccinated COVID-19 positive
individuals were similar to those who were unvaccinated.13

o

A preprint study from Singapore found that the viral load in vaccinated individuals with
Delta variant was similar to that of unvaccinated individuals at the time of diagnosis but
experienced a faster decrease than unvaccinated individuals after day seven. 4

o

A preprint study from Israel involving 11,000 infections found that the viral load in
vaccinated individuals with Delta variant was lower than that of unvaccinated
individuals.14

o

A preprint study from Portugal found viral load in vaccinated individuals with either Alpha
or Delta variants was lower than that of unvaccinated individuals; however, the
difference in viral load is higher for Alpha variant.15

o

A preprint study from the USA found that the level of viral load in nasal swab was similar
in fully vaccinated and unvaccinated individuals with Delta variant. Those with high viral
load (Ct values <25) had similar capacity to shed infectious SARS-CoV-2 virus
regardless of vaccination status.16

o

A preprint study from China found that index cases of Delta variant without vaccination
or with one dose of vaccination were more likely to transmit infection to their contacts
than those who had received two doses of vaccination.17

Isolation policies for vaccinated close contacts internationally
•

Many countries internationally have updated isolation policies for fully vaccinated individuals
following close contact with a COVID-19 case. Generally, features of these policies include that
people do not need to self-isolate if they have no COVID-19 symptoms, they are advised to
undergo COVID-19 PCR testing, they should wear a mask and physical distance when outside
the home and self-monitor for symptoms. If COVID-19 symptoms occur, then contacts should
immediately self-isolate.

•

The Centres for Disease Control and Prevention have recommendations for fully vaccinated
people with no COVID-like symptoms following exposure to a close contact.18 Most fully
vaccinated people with no COVID-like symptoms do not need to quarantine following exposure
if they follow the below testing and masking recommendations:
o

Be tested three to five days following the exposure.

o

Wear a mask in public indoor settings for 14 days or until they receive a negative test
result

o

Isolate if they test positive.
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o

Consider masking at home for 14 days if they live with someone who is
immunosuppressed, at risk of sever disease or unvaccinated.

•

The European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control in April 2021 advised that vaccinated
contacts exposed to a confirmed case should continue to be managed according to existing
guidance. However, health authorities may consider undertaking a risk assessment on a caseby-case basis and subsequently classify some fully vaccinated contacts as low-risk contacts.
This would consider the local epidemiological situation in terms of circulating variants, the
type of vaccine received, the age of the contact and the risk of onward transmission to
vulnerable persons.2

•

International examples of policies for vaccinated close contacts include the following:
o

Health Service Executive in Ireland have different policies on isolation, including for
those who are vaccinated. Fully vaccinated people who are a close contact and do not
have any symptoms of COVID-19 may not need to restrict movements or get a test. In
this health service a contact tracer advises what the individual should do.19

o

In the UK, fully vaccinated adults in the UK do not have to self-isolate for 10 days if
they're told they have been in close contact with a person who has COVID-19.20 The
second vaccine must have been received at least 14 days before contact with the
infected person. Instead of self-isolating, people are advised to get a free PCR test as
soon as possible.21

o

The Netherlands quarantine program states people who are protected against COVID19 and are a close contact do not need to quarantine. Protected against COVID-19 is
defined as more than 14 days following being fully vaccinated, having previously had
COVID-19 and having one dose, or having COVID-19 within the past six months.22

o

In Wales, all people who have been fully vaccinated will no longer have to self-isolate if
they are identified as close contacts. Extra safeguards will be put in place for those
working with vulnerable people including a risk assessment for staff working in health
and care and daily lateral flow tests. All contacts of a positive case will continue to be
advised to have a PCR test on day two and day eight, regardless of vaccination status.23

o

In the Canadian province Saskatchewan, fully vaccinated people do not need to selfisolate when named as a close contact. People who experience symptoms should
continue to isolate.24 In Ontario, people who are fully vaccinated for 10 days after their
exposure should wear a mask and maintain physical distancing when outside the home
and self-monitor for symptoms daily and self-isolate immediately when symptoms
develop.25

o

The Norwegian Institute of Public Health states fully vaccinated people and those who
have had COVID-19 in the last 12 months are exempt from infection quarantine, and
protected people who have had their first vaccine dose between three and 15 weeks ago
can be exempt if they take a PCR test between days three and seven.26

To inform this brief, PubMed and Google searches were conducted using terms related to viral load, breakthrough
infection, reinfection, transmission and vaccinated, isolation and vaccinated close contact on 01 September 2021.
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