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The Importance of an Influenza Vaccination Program 

Protecting Personnel, Patients and the Organization from Seasonal Flu 
Complications 

Influenza (Flu) – Just Facts!  

Influenza (flu) is a highly contagious respiratory 
disease caused by the influenza viruses. It is primarily 
transmitted from person to person through coughing 
or sneezing. 
 
Transmission may also occur through direct or 
indirect contact with respiratory secretions—for 
example, by touching contaminated surfaces and then 
touching the eyes, nose, or mouth before washing 
hands. The peak season in the United States is 
usually December through March; however, 
outbreaks can occur at any time of year.
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Influenza causes thousands of deaths and billions of dollars in lost productivity each year in the 
United States.
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 Nowadays, seasonal vaccination has been found to be the most effective method 

available to protect or lessen the effect of influenza viruses leading to an overall decrease in the 
number of people affected.  
 

Who Is At Risk?    

Even healthy people can get sick from the flu and spread it to others. Some people, such as older 
adults and people with certain medical conditions such as asthma, diabetes, and heart disease are 
at a higher risk of serious complications from the flu. Hospitalized patients as well as residents in 
long-term care facilities are particularly vulnerable to the dangers of influenza because their immune 
systems are often compromised by the illness that caused their admission or the treatments they are 
undergoing. An estimated 90% of seasonal-flu-related deaths and 57% of seasonal-flu-related 
hospitalizations occur in people age 65 or older.
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Influenza Seasonal Vaccination    

Influenza vaccine is made with either killed or weakened viruses. Flu vaccines are safe and cannot 
cause the flu. Serious problems from the flu vaccine are very rare.
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Since most health care workers provide care to, or are in frequent contact with, vulnerable 
populations at high risk for complications of influenza or related illnesses, seasonal vaccination 
against influenza of all health care personnel (HCP) has been a particular focus of recommendations 
by the U.S. Department of and Human Services (HHS), the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) and other public health agencies and professional organizations. By getting 
vaccinated, HCP decrease the potential to acquire the illness themselves, or transmit influenza to 
the vulnerable population they take care of, especially when there are outbreaks of influenza.
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Seasonal influenza vaccination is a safe and effective method to reduce the risk of influenza 
transmission and lower the number of sick days taken by HCP due to the flu-related illnesses. 
However, despite the evidence-based recommendations, immunization rates for HCP have risen 
slowly over the past years and have been inconsistent. Tracking personnel immunizations and 
improving vaccination rates remain as major challenges.   
 
Achieving and sustaining high vaccination coverage may be accomplished through the development 
and implementation of a formal facility-based vaccination program. Health care providers should 
focus on continually evaluating their existing vaccination programs in efforts to find ways to increase 
vaccination rate, a proven effective measure to protect their workers, patients and organizations.    

 

Include the Entire Team – Not Just Direct Caregivers!   

It has been emphasized that the recommendations applicable to all HCP concern more than direct 
care personnel, which includes all paid and unpaid persons working in health-care settings who have 
the potential for exposure to patients and/or to infectious materials (e.g., body substances, 
contaminated medical supplies and equipment, contaminated environmental surfaces, or 
contaminated air). HCP might include (but are not limited to) physicians, nurses, nursing assistants, 
dental personnel, pharmacists, laboratory personnel, autopsy personnel, students and trainees, 
contractual staff not employed by the health-care facility, and persons (e.g., clerical, dietary, 
housekeeping, laundry, security, maintenance, administrative, billing, and volunteers) not directly 
involved in patient care but potentially exposed to infectious agents that can be transmitted to and 
from HCP and patients. Personnel who are not directly involved in patient care may frequently enter 
the patient care setting.
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Flu Vaccination Rates are Climbing but There is Still Room to Improve   

Historically, national rates for HCP influenza vaccination have been low and inconsistent. Among 
reasons personnel have given for declining the seasonal flu vaccine are thinking that the vaccine will 
not work, fear of getting sick or side effects from vaccination, and not thinking that influenza 
vaccination is needed. Vaccine shortages have also been associated with decreased vaccination 
rates.
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In recent years, an increase of flu vaccination rate among HCP has been noted. For example, the 
vaccination rate during the 2016–2017 Flu Season was 78.6%, which was similar to coverage rates 
during the previous three seasons. Overall vaccination rates were highest among physicians 
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(95.8%), pharmacists (93.7%), nurses (92.6%), and nurse practitioners and physician assistants 
(92.0%). Vaccination rates were lowest among nonclinical providers (73.7%) and assistants and 
aides (69.1%). Also, vaccination rates were lower among those who worked in long-term care 
facilities (64%), ambulatory or outpatient settings (61%), and home health (54%).
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Outcomes of Vaccine-Preventable Illness and Outbreaks   

HCP who contract vaccine-preventable influenza may expose their families as well as vulnerable 
patients/residents to disease; they also may miss work to care for themselves or their sick relatives. 
Influenza outbreaks in hospitals and long-term care facilities have been attributed to low vaccination 
rates among health care professionals. Controlling flu outbreaks is costly and can drain a health 
organization resource (e.g., cost of the protective equipment, sick/medical leave time off, 
replacement personnel). Overall, cost savings of flu vaccination for healthy adults under age 65 can 
be anywhere from $60 to $4,000 per seasonal-flu-related illness, depending on various factors.
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Employee Flu Vaccination: Mandatory or Voluntary?   

Increasing influenza vaccination coverage among HCP is a national priority, with the Healthy People 
2020 goal of increasing the percentage of HCP receiving the seasonal influenza vaccine each year 
to 90%.
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 There have been significant efforts to increase vaccination rates amongst HCP. 

Concluding that no one model fits all, many of the subject matter experts recognize a seasonal 
vaccination program at the workplace as the most effective tactic to increase vaccination coverage 
among workers, assuming barriers to vaccination are identified and addressed.  

As a result, some organizations have implemented mandatory vaccination programs. In a web-based 
survey of HCP conducted by CDC at the end of the 2013 to 2014 flu season, flu vaccination 
coverage was higher among HCP whose employers required (88.8%) or recommended (70.1%) that 
they be vaccinated compared to those HCP who did not have an employer policy regarding flu 
vaccination (44.3%).
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Any mandatory vaccination program should respect the right of the individual to decline vaccination. 
For example,   employees who elect to “opt out” of the vaccination should be allowed to continue 
working so long as they wear a mask for the duration of the flu season when providing care. 

 

Flu Vaccination Program: 10 ideas for How-to Develop, Implement and 
Sustain 

The development and implementation of a formal influenza vaccination program in workplace often 
has resulted in greater vaccination rates. While there are resources needed to implement the 
program, the benefits of protecting vulnerable patients and reducing employee illness and 
absenteeism far outweigh the costs.  

Before proceeding with the implementation of the program, discuss whether mandatory staff 
vaccination is an appropriate option for your organization. The following practice guidelines are 
intended for how to develop, implement and sustain an effective vaccination program in health care 
settings.   
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      Top 10 Checklist 

1 Have executive leadership on board! One of the important keys to successful implementation 
of the program is leadership support. Make flu immunization a priority in your organization! 

2 Identify a program coordinator and/or team with defined roles and responsibilities. This 
coordinator, or a designee, should be a knowledgeable person who can serve as the “go to” 
person to respond to flu-related questions from staff. 

3 Develop a policy requiring influenza vaccination for all HCP within your organization.  
Implementation of a formal vaccination program starts with drafting the policy to ensure the 
program follows your organizational format and needs. Ensure to define what mandatory 
vaccination means, the staff involved, and the alternatives for those who wish to “opt out”.  

4 Define policy exemption(s) that your organization allows (e.g., define a process how to apply 
for exclusion, for example due to medical contraindication(s)). Establish a system to monitor 
personnel vaccination and declination rates; provide feedback to staff and leadership.  

5 Outline implementation steps (e.g., vaccination timeframes). Determine if your organization will 
need to contract with an experienced outside provider of flu vaccination services (e.g., pharmacy). 
When planning for the program implementation, consider including feedback from employees, 
and labor representatives, if needed. 

6 Review vaccination and immunization status of your HCP. Establish a process to review the 
status upon hire and at least annually.  Document and maintain immunization records for each 
staff member as part of their personnel record, and evaluate the record annually. 

7 Educate your personnel. Available resources should assist staff to learn more about influenza 
vaccines and your organizational policy specific to influenza vaccination. Efforts should continue 
to focus on educating HCP about the safety and effectiveness of the vaccination.  

8 Promotion, enforcement and consequences. Upon setting the program goal, help show 
employees how their participation matters. Promote the flu vaccination with posters and other 
formats, including social media.  Outline in the policy and communicate the consequences for 
non-compliance.   

9 Develop a contingency plan. It helps to handle situations such as a shortage of supplies.     

10 Evaluate the program over time. Track HCP sick days taken from flu as well as flu vaccination 
rates as a patient safety and quality measure. Determine the vaccination rate that is applicable to 
your organization, and continually explore opportunities to increase and sustain the rate. 
Increasing vaccination rates will protect your personnel and patients from disease complications! 
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Conclusion 

The findings of a recent review of related published literature indicate that influenza vaccination of 
health care personnel can enhance patient safety. Annual influenza vaccination has been found to 
be both safe and effective in reducing the risk of influenza and health-care related transmission and 
is recommended for all HCP.  By adopting recommendations for all HCP annual influenza 
vaccination, health care providers will promote a culture of patient and worker safety within their 
organizations.   
 
Aside from each state or healthcare organization’s requirements for vaccination, a multifaceted 
approach to increasing vaccination rates is often suggested. 
Healthcare organizations should continually evaluate their 
vaccination programs and look for methods to increase 
vaccination rates among HCP. Active promotion of the 
vaccines also seems particularly helpful in promoting high 
acceptance rates among staff.      
 
AIG’s Client Risk Solutions’ Healthcare risk consulting 
team stands ready to help your institution manage risk. For 
more information please contact the team at 
patientsafety@aig.com or reach out to CRS@aig.com.  
Please visit Client Risk Solutions www.aig.com/crs. 
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AIG Healthcare’s Minute for Medicine series 
of short videos can be a useful adjunct to 
spread awareness on a wide variety of risk 
management and safety issues. To self-
register for the series, visit our Minute for 
Medicine site. As part of the series, you may 
also access the Infection Prevention and 
Control module, which includes a video to 

support your flu vaccination program. 
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