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Recommendation: Patients planned for inpatient elective surgery should complete a 
full COVID-19 vaccine course at least 2 weeks before their surgery date.

In settings where vaccine supply is limited, elective surgery patients aged ≥70 years and 
cancer surgery patients should be prioritised for preoperative vaccination.

Reference: COVIDSurg Collaborative, GlobalSurg Collaborative. SARS-CoV-2 vaccination modelling for safe 
surgery to save lives: data from an international prospective cohort study. Br J Surg. Online ahead of print 
(2021). DOI: 10.1093/bjs/znab101

Preoperative vaccination for elective surgery
Executive summary
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Patients who develop COVID-19 around the time of surgery are at increased risk of 
complications and death. COVIDSurg’s modelling study in BJS shows that preoperative 
vaccination could significantly reduce these risks. 

The benefits of preoperative vaccination are greatest in patients aged ≥70 years and 
patients undergoing cancer surgery. 

Fewer surgical patients than people in the general population need to be vaccinated to 
save one life (see figure below for global averages for numbers needed to vaccinate). 
This means that with the same number of vaccines more lives can be saved if 
vaccination is prioritised for surgical patients.

Globally, prioritising preoperative vaccination for elective surgery patients ahead of the 
general population could save an additional 58,687 lives in one year.
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Preoperative vaccination for elective surgery
Scientific summary

COVIDSurg’s BJS study modelled the number needed to vaccinate (NNV) to prevent one COVID-19-

related death in 1 year for elective inpatient surgery patients and for the general population. NNV 

estimates were stratified by age (18–49, 50–69, ≥70 years) and type of surgery. 

Estimates for the general population were based on the GlobalSurg-CovidSurg Week study; a 

prospective study that enrolled over 56,000 elective inpatient surgery patients across 1,667 

hospitals in 116 countries. Estimates for the general population were based on UK national data.

Methods

Postoperative SARS-CoV-2 infection
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In the GlobalSurg-CovidSurg Week study, depending on age and surgery type, between 0.6% and 

1.6% of patients had a postoperative SARS-CoV-2 diagnosis. Patients with postoperative SARS-CoV-

2 infection had a 4- to 8-fold increase in 30-day mortality (see figure below).
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Numbers needed to vaccinate
NNVs were more favourable in surgical patients than the general population. The most favourable 

NNVs were in patients aged ≥70 years needing cancer surgery (global average: 351) or non-cancer 

surgery (733). Both exceeded the NNV in the general population (1840) for patients ages ≥70.

For each specific location, NNV values depend on local community SARS-CoV-2 incidence. However, 

across all settings NNVs for surgical patients were more favourable than NNVs for the general 

population, regardless of community SARS-CoV-2 incidence (see figures below).

Reference: COVIDSurg Collaborative, GlobalSurg Collaborative. SARS-CoV-2 vaccination modelling for safe surgery to save lives: data 
from an international prospective cohort study. Br J Surg. Online ahead of print (2021). DOI: 10.1093/bjs/znab101
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