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VACCINES
Creating a net of safety for vulnerable populations through flu immunization
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THERE IS LESS THAN A
MONTH TO GO BEFORE
SPRING OFFICIALLY BEGINS,
yet people experiencing sniffles,

coughs, fevers and chills are

reminded that the flu season is far

from over. True, these symptoms

could also indicate a common cold,

but it is the influenza virus that has

captured international attention

over the past month with its alarm-

ingly high rates – and dramatic

outcomes.

The flu, which can easily spread

from person to person through

coughing, sneezing or close

contact, commonly starts with

an infection of the upper airway.

It can also place people – and

especially vulnerable populations

like young children, the elderly,

pregnant women and people with

pre-existing medical conditions –

at risk for complications.

Influenza can lead to hospital-

ization and even death, and the

National Advisory Committee on

Immunization (NACI) recommends

that “all individuals six months of

age and older who do not have

contraindications to the vaccine”

should get immunized. In short,

experts recommend considering

the flu shot an essential prepara-

tion for the colder season, much

as we would think of heating our

homes or bundling up in Canada

Goose coats. Yet while cozy homes

and jackets shield us from the

elements, the influenza immuniza-

tion can go one step further – it

helps to protect those we come in

contact with.

Anthony Quinn, director of

Public Affairs at CARP, a national

non-profit organization advocating

for Canada’s mature population,

is especially concerned about

seniors. “We know that Canadians

over the age of 65 are at a higher

risk,” he explains. Seniors make up

only about 15 per cent of the popu-

lation, but during the 2016-17 flu

season, they accounted for 67 per

cent of hospitalizations and 88 per

cent of deaths related to influenza,

according to Public Health Agency of

Canada data.

Compared to healthy younger

adults, seniors are less able to fight

off disease, says Dr. Jane Barratt,

secretary general of the Toronto-

based International Federation on

Ageing (IFA). “As people grow older,

their immune systems are not as

strong,” she explains. In addition, 75

per cent of Canadian seniors have

at least one chronic condition – and

living with cancer, heart conditions,

pulmonary disorders or diabetes, for

example, can put additional stress

on their immune system.

A pan-Canadian study by the

Canadian Immunization Research

Network found that 15 per cent of

seniors admitted to the hospital for

influenza experienced catastrophic

disability. “The flu and flu-related

complications can severely affect

seniors’ quality of life and diminish

their ability to perform activities

of daily living, such as dressing

and feeding themselves and being

mobile,” says Quinn, adding that

this could bring them much closer

to needing a nursing home or equiv-

alent level of care.

Given the growing evidence about

the serious health outcomes associ-

ated with influenza, why aren’t more

people getting vaccinated? Dr. Bar-

ratt believes that many Canadians

are not aware of the full impact of

influenza on individuals as well as

society. “People think, ‘It’s not go-

ing to happen to me’ or ‘It’s just the

flu,’” she says.

Since studies have shown that

influenza carries risks for all ages, Dr.

Barratt believes there is “a serious

gap in education” and advocates

for making vaccinations part of a

comprehensive health-care strategy.

This includes making immuniza-

tions accessible and affordable, she

explains. “Some adult vaccines are

not funded by the government, and

this has a profound impact on soci-

ety, creating a divide between those

who can pay [to get vaccinated] and

those who can’t.”

Quinn adds that many people

believe that if a vaccine is not

publicly funded, it isn’t important.

The seasonal influenza vaccine, for

example, is publicly funded Canada-

wide for those 65 and older, people

with chronic conditions, residents

of nursing homes and chronic care

facilities and health care workers.

A high-dose flu vaccine, which

is recommended by NACI for use

in seniors, is currently covered for

Manitoba residents in long-term care

facilities and will be publicly funded

for Ontario seniors for the 2018-19

flu season.

“We want to ensure that seniors

are getting the best possible vac-

cine, and the high-dose flu vaccine

has been developed to specifically

meet their needs,” says Quinn.

He adds that lowering barriers to

immunizations can have significant

implications, not only for individuals

but for society as a whole.

“We know that having to pay for

vaccines out of pocket can be a bar-

rier to Canadians taking advantage

of getting immunized,” he says.

“We believe that when vaccines

are publicly funded, the number of

Canadians who get immunized will

increase.”

Higher vaccination rates can

translate into better protection for

vulnerable populations, believes

Dr. Barratt. “Apart from protecting

yourself, you should do all you

can to protect the more vulnerable

people around you – your children

or elderly parents or the friend who

may be undergoing chemotherapy,”

she says.

People who are wondering what

kind of immunizations are available

for them and how staying up-to-

date can benefit their health may

want to explore these questions

with their pharmacist, recommends

Iris Krawchenko, senior pharmacist

adviser at the Canadian Pharmacists

Association and a practicing

pharmacist.

“Canadians see their pharmacists

more than any other health care

professional, and many adults are

candidates for receiving vaccines,”

she says. “We believe there is

significant room for increasing

awareness and improving

immunization rates.”

Numbers show that where and

when pharmacists are authorized to

vaccinate, immunization compliance

gets a boost, says Krawchenko. “The

ability of pharmacists to provide

the flu shot, for example, had a

substantial impact on improving

immunization rates.”

A study comparing immunization

rates before and after Nova Scotia

pharmacists were authorized to

administer the flu vaccine found

that many patients made the switch

from physicians and other clinics to

pharmacists for getting their flu shot

– and provincial immunization rates

increased in one year from 36 per

cent to 42 per cent, she explains.

An Ontario survey of people

getting the flu shot from a

pharmacist confirms the significant

role of pharmacies in reaching

immunization targets. “After being

immunized by a pharmacist, 92 per

cent of patients said they were very

satisfied and 86 said they were very

comfortable with the pharmacists

providing the immunization; 99 said

they would recommend getting

vaccinated by a pharmacist,” says

Krawchenko. “But more importantly,

25 per cent had not been regular

annual immunization recipients,

and 28 per cent said they wouldn’t

have gotten vaccinated without the

pharmacy-based opportunity.”

These results are a testament to

the high accessibility of pharmacists

due to “location, time and

opportunity,” she says. “With more

than 41,000 pharmacists and over

10,000 pharmacies in Canada, they

are accessible in every community,

open for extended hours, including

in the evening and on weekends,

and people don’t have to make

appointments. This infrastructure,

which gives patients increased

access to a health care provider,

can help to close the gap on

immunizations.”

Since pharmacy-based vaccination

programs have demonstrated

benefits for Canadians, such as

improved accessibility for patients,

cost savings for the health care

system and reduced wait times for

physicians, the Canadian Pharmacists

Association advocates for expanding

the scope of the programs to

include other vaccinations, says

Krawchenko. (Currently, pharmacists

are authorized to administer the flu

vaccine in every province except

Quebec.)

In addition, Krawchenko calls

for giving pharmacists access to

immunization registries, so they

can review and update relevant

information. “This can enable

pharmacists to make sure records are

accurate and up-to-date, and do our

jobs to help optimize patient care.”

If more people, including healthy adults, would get the flu vaccination, this would translate into better protection for vulnerable
populations, such as seniors, says Dr. Jane Barratt, secretary general of the International Federation on Ageing. ISTOCK.COM
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Seniors make
up only about
15 per cent of

the population,
but during the
2016-17 flu
season, they
accounted for
67 per cent of

hospitalizations.
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The impact of this influenza
season to date in Canada
(according to the February 3

Fluwatch report)

33,095
laboratory-confirmed influenza

detections

3,108
influenza-associated

hospitalizations

285
ICU admissions

130
deaths

2,139
cases (69%) of influenza-

related hospitalizations were in

adults 65 years of age or older

Pediatric influenza
(reported by the IMPACT

nextwork)

511
hospitalizations (16 years and

under)

83
ICU admissions

5
deaths




