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The government is eschewing a major public information campaign and is instead urging doctors, other health professionals, and charities in England to encourage people in high risk groups to be vaccinated against influenza.
Launching the annual vaccination campaign against seasonal influenza, which begins on 3 October, Sally Davies, the chief medical officer for England, said the best way to ensure that patients in high risk groups were vaccinated was through “personal contact.” The high risk groups include patients who are over 65, patients with underlying health conditions, and, for the second year running, all pregnant women.
“We’re expecting the majority of that work to be done by GPs, through call and recall,” she said.
For the first time advertisements are going to be put on the bags pharmacists put patients’ medicine in. “People in high risk groups are usually taking medicines. If they pick up the medicine bag it will remind them,” said Professor Davies.
David Salisbury, director of immunisation at the Department of Health, said that advertising raised awareness of an issue. “But it’s hard to translate that into ‘yes, it made me do something,’” he said. He said the lack of a major advertising campaign was not about saving money, but about using money in a better way.
“Using pharmacy bags is a lovely example of targeting,” he said.
NHS Employers are also launching their first campaign to urge health professionals to be vaccinated against influenza. Less than 40% of all doctors and just 30% of nurses were vaccinated last year, although the numbers have increased from previous years.
Professor Davies described healthcare workers who risked infecting their patients in this way as “selfish.”
Professor Salisbury said the best way to ensure NHS and social care staff get vaccinated was to make it easy for them. Some trusts are very successful and have vaccination rates as high as 90%, with others having less than 10%.
Last winter there were 600 deaths from influenza and the British Medical Association urged the government to step up its influenza awareness campaign after GPs reported lower numbers of patients in the high risk groups than usual coming forward for vaccinations.
According to Department of Health figures the percentage of patients in certain high risk groups who had the vaccination was slightly lower than the previous year. In 2009-10 51.8% of patients with chronic respiratory disease were vaccinated compared with 50.5% in 2010-11. For patients with heart disease the figure was 56.5% in 2009-10 and 52.2% in 2010-11. Among patients with diabetes the figure was higher—68.8% in 2009-10 and 68.4% in 2010-11.
Professor Davies said: “The high risk groups average around the 50% but among patients with chronic neurological diseases it’s only around 40% and that’s very worrying. That’s why we have written to charities as patients listen to trusted sources. They don’t listen to government.”
The World Health Organization has recommended that manufacturers make vaccines for the H1N1 strain of the influenza virus, an H3N2 strain, and a flu B strain; these are the same strains as last year. However, the Department of Health is urging patients and health professionals who were protected against these strains last year to be vaccinated again this year.
The department has also ordered a reserve of 400 000 doses of the vaccine this year.
Notes
Cite this as: BMJ 2011;343:d6094
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