
Learning to Care for Those in Harm’s Way 
 
Uniformed Services University 
of the Health Sciences 
4301 Jones Bridge Road 
Bethesda, MD 20814-4799 

Release No.15-07-07 
July 7, 2015 

Contact:  Sharon Holland, Office of External Affairs 
Voice:  301-295-3578   

Email: sharon.holland@usuhs.edu  
 

Recruits show lower immunity levels to measles, mumps, rubella  
Study recommends improvements in immunization screenings 
 
Bethesda, Md -- The percentage of U.S. Air Force recruits with detectable immunity to measles, mumps 
and rubella was lower than found in previous nationwide samples and may be low enough for outbreaks to 
occur, according to a study, "Measles, Mumps, and Rubella Titers in Air Force Recruits:  Below Herd 
Immunity Thresholds?" released July 7, in the American Journal of Preventive Medicine. 
 
In 2014, the CDC reported more than 600 measles cases -- the most since 2000, when the virus was 
declared eliminated in the U.S.  Additionally, more than 1,150 cases of mumps were reported in 2014, an 
increase to previous years, with most occurring on college campuses nationwide in individuals previously 
vaccinated for the disease.  
 
Researchers at the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences, Defense Health Agency, and 
Joint Base Lackland-San Antonio, led by Air Force Lt. Col. (Dr.) Paul E. Lewis, III, studied more than 
32,500 recruits in basic training between April 2013 and April 2014 to determine whether there were a 
sufficient number of recruits with immunity to prevent an outbreak.  They found that the percentage with 
adequate antibodies to measles, mumps, and rubella were 81.6%, 80.3%, and 82.1%, respectively.  These 
are generally lower than levels required to maintain herd immunity. 
 
According to the study, the minimum level required to maintain immunity to disease outbreak in the general 
population is referred to as 'herd immunity.'  Military recruits are at increased risk for communicable 
diseases given close living and sleeping quarters and weakened immune systems secondary to fatigue and 
stress.  Many are sent to overseas locations where the likelihood of exposure is elevated.  Antibody titers 
are obtained for six diseases on all new recruits entering Air Force basic training, and the service members 
are vaccinated for any of those six diseases for which they show no immunity. Department of Defense 
immunization policy recommends presuming mumps immunity if measles and rubella titers are positive, 
however the mumps component of the MMR vaccine is the least effective and tends to wane the fastest, so 
the presumption may lead to below-herd immunity thresholds.  
 
“If individuals entering the workforce and college across the nation have the same rates as the recruits, 
outbreaks of vaccine-preventable disease can be anticipated to continue,” said Lewis.  
 
The study recommends obtaining antibody titers from recruits for mumps in addition to the measles and 
rubella, and vaccinating all individuals susceptible to one or more of the viruses.    
 
                                            * * *  
 
The Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences (USU), founded by an act of Congress in 1972, 
is the academic heart of the Military Health System. USU students are primarily active duty uniformed 
officers in the Army, Navy, Air Force and Public Health Service who receive specialized education in 
tropical and infectious diseases, TBI and PTSD, disaster response and humanitarian assistance, global 
health, and acute trauma care.  A large percentage of the university’s more than 5,200 physician and 790 
advanced practice nursing alumni are supporting operations around the world, offering their leadership and 

mailto:sharon.holland@usuhs.edu


Learning to Care for Those in Harm’s Way 
expertise.  USU also has graduate programs in biomedical sciences and public health committed to 
excellence in research, and in oral biology.  The University's research program covers a wide range of 
clinical and basic science important to both the military and public health.  For more information, 
visit www.usuhs.edu. 
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