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We attach a letter in response to the article published on 5 May (Haas et al: “Impact

and effectiveness of mRNA BNT162b2 vaccine against SARS-CoV-2 infections and

COVID-19 cases, hospitalisations, and deaths following a nationwide vaccination

campaign in Israel: an observational study using national surveillance data”

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(21)00947-8).
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The article [1] provides impressive support for the effectiveness of the Pfizer vaccine, 
but important limitations in the overall analysis mean the results over-estimate 
vaccine effectiveness. One is that the study does not adjust for declining infection 
rate [2]. But there is also failure to properly adjust for the different testing protocols 
for vaccinated and unvaccinated people (page 8 of the paper). Whereas 
unvaccinated people continued to be regularly and routinely subject to PCR tests, 
vaccinated people no longer had to be. Although 836,000 (19%) of the 4.4 million 
PCR tests were on vaccinated people, 3,564,000 were on unvaccinated. 

So, using the Table 2 data (109,876 cases among unvaccinated, and 6,266 among 
vaccinated) the number of 'cases' per 1000 tests were: 

� 30.8 for unvaccinated  
� 7.5 for vaccinated  

Using 'cases per 1000 tests' results in an approximate 'vaccine effectiveness' 
measure of 75.7%, compared to the 95% headline figure.  

Failure to account for different testing protocols is also evident in the phase 3 trial of 
the Pfizer vaccine [3]. It similarly reports a 95% effectiveness measure based on 162 
confirmed cases among placebo participants compared to just 8 among vaccinated 
participants.  However, the study also reports a much larger number of 'suspected 
but unconfirmed' cases more evenly spread between placebo participants (1,816) 
and vaccinated participants (1,594). This suggests a disproportionately small 
proportion of vaccinated participants with symptoms received PCR tests compared 
to placebo participants with symptoms.  

[1] Haas et al: “Impact and effectiveness of mRNA BNT162b2 vaccine against 
SARS-CoV-2 infections and COVID-19 cases, hospitalisations, and deaths 

following a nationwide vaccination campaign in Israel: an observational study 
using national surveillance data” https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-

6736(21)00947-8
[2] Jones: “Study Claims Pfizer Vaccine is 95% Effective in Over 65s. But Should 

That Be 74%?” https://lockdownsceptics.org/2021/05/07/study-claims-pfizer-
vaccine-is-95-effective-in-over-65s-but-should-that-be-74/

[3] FDA Briefing DocumentPfizer-BioNTech COVID-19 Vaccine, 
https://www.fda.gov/media/144245/download
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Misleading Claims in study of Pfizer vaccine effectiveness

Norman Fenton and Martin Neil, 12 Jan 2023

An article about Israel’s experience with the Pfizer covid-19 vaccine was published in The Lancet in 

May 2021, [1]. We wrote a response letter, [2], explaining why its claim of 95% effectiveness was 

exaggerated, pointing out that the study failed to adjust for a declining infection rate, and for the 

very different testing protocols applied to vaccinated versus unvaccinated people. The study also 

ignored all covid cases reported for people who had received either just a single or a second dose 

less than seven days previously; such people were not considered ‘fully vaccinated’, inevitably 

leading to an exaggeration of vaccine effectiveness [3]. 

These concerns expressed 20 months ago, have been borne out by data confirming how exaggerated 

the effectiveness claim was.

The Lancet sent our letter to the lead author of the study, Sharon Alroy-Preis (SA-P), for comment 

but she did not respond to the criticisms, so the Lancet did not publish it. 

We have further concerns about the integrity of the article. SA-P was not among the 8 of 15 authors 

who declared holding share and stock options in Pfizer; she also declared no conflict of interest. Yet, 

she is Head of Public Health Services at the Israeli Ministry of Health (IMOH) during the period when 

Israel became the ‘laboratory for Pfizer’ [4]. The relationship between Pfizer and the IMOH (starting 

6 Jan 2021, four months before the Lancet article was published) is laid out in their collaboration 

agreement [5] which makes clear results cannot be made public without both parties’ approval, and 

names SA-P as the IMOH appointee responsible for managing this relationship with Pfizer. 

The Lancet article provided no information about the vaccine’s adverse reactions which we now 

know are substantial. In her presentation to the FDA expert committee about the booster, SA-P 

claimed Israel monitors safety closely, whereas we now know they did not have a functioning system 

until the end of 2021 [4]. 

Hence, we feel that the paper’s findings – which led many to believe the Pfizer vaccine was 

extremely safe and effective - are severely compromised and that the article should be retracted. 
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