
Future of covid-19 vaccine pricing: lessons from influenza
Routine use of covid-19 vaccines could strain health budgets if pricing follows the pattern seen with
influenza vaccines, say Reshma Ramachandran and colleagues
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The increasing availability of covid-19 vaccines has
signalled to many the beginning of the end of a
devastating pandemic. Yet evidence is emerging that
the novel coronavirus will continue to evolve and
that immunity from vaccines is likely to be time
limited, requiring use of booster doses or modified
vaccines. Bilateral bulk purchasing agreements
between individual countries and manufacturers
have allowed vaccines to be procured at lower prices
and dispensed to patients without charges. After the
pandemic, however, the future pricing landscape of
covid-19 vaccines remains unclear.

Multiple parallels exist between covid-19 and
influenza vaccines with respect to their development
history, market, and administration. Their common
features may inform manufacturer behaviour and
guide policy measures in the US and other high
income countries. If the pattern observed with
influenza vaccines is repeated, higher prices for
covid-19 vaccines set by companies in the future
would have important implications for health
spending, public health programme budgets, and
insurance premiums.

Pricing landscape for covid-19 vaccines
Substantial public investment has facilitated the
rapid development of covid-19 vaccines. Nearly all
the development of the Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine
was funded by governments or charities,1 and the
German government contributed $445m (£345m;
€375m) to the development of Pfizer-BioNTech’s
vaccine.2 The US government initiative Operation
Warp Speed alone has contributed an estimated
$18bn towards the development and manufacturing
of covid-19 vaccines.3 Legislators and advocates have
expressed concern over whether the eventual prices
of these vaccines will reflect a fair return on public
investment. At a 2020 hearing of a US House oversight
and investigations subcommittee, leading
manufacturers were asked if they would supply
covid-19 vaccines at cost or no profit. Only two,
AstraZeneca and Johnson & Johnson, stated they
would, for a limited number of doses or during “the
emergency pandemic period.” Pfizer and Moderna
both said that they would not.4

Immunologists5 and manufacturers6 7 have
announced that covid-19 vaccination may need to
occur at least annually to sustain sufficient immune
response and protect against rapidly emerging variant
strains. Uncertainty is further fuelled by the lack of
clarity around how to define the “pandemic
period”—when companies have promised to supply
their products at lower prices or share technology8

with other manufacturers. For instance, internal
documents revealed that although AstraZeneca

pledged not to profit from its vaccine during the
pandemic period, it also specified that it could declare
the pandemic to have concluded by July 2021.9
Pharmaceutical executives have also stated they
anticipate returning to “commercial pricing” as early
as later this year, with one head at Pfizer noting that
a normal price outside the pandemic would be “$150,
$175 per dose.”10 Already, Pfizer has raised the prices
of the European Union’s future orders of its vaccine
by over 60%.11

Even before authorisation and approval, countries
entered into bilateral bulk purchasing agreements
with individual manufacturers to secure doses at
lower negotiated prices.12 Through two separate
agreements Moderna secured a $3.2bn contract to
provide the US with 200 million doses.13 This is
roughly $16 a dose, compared with the $37-$39 it
initially announced. The EU secured doses from
Moderna at $18 each. Pfizer also received two
separate contracts for a total of 200 million doses at
$19.50 a dose,14 while the EU paid just under $15.15

It remains unclear how covid-19 vaccines will be
priced in future as more candidates enter the market.
Constraints on manufacturing capacity—and
therefore supply—as well as the need for mass global
vaccination campaigns may allow for a market with
multiple, similarly efficacious vaccines. The
development pipeline for covid-19 vaccines remains
active: as of May 2021, 99 vaccine candidates were in
clinical development worldwide with 19 in phase III
trials.16

Parallels to the influenza vaccine
Although the development and ongoing distribution
of covid-19 vaccines is without precedent, the closest
analogue is the influenza vaccine in the United States.
Similar to covid-19 vaccines, multiple flu vaccines
are produced by various manufacturers, largely used
interchangeably. Moreover, scientists anticipate that
SARS-CoV-2 will be endemic,17 like the influenza
virus. Influenza vaccines are administered in various
clinical and non-clinical settings, with tens of
millions of doses rapidly administered annually over
a few months each year, as is currently occurring and
will likely continue for covid-19.

Additionally, just as the covid-19 vaccine is being
tested and updated in response to rapidly emerging
virus variants, the influenza vaccine is reviewed and
modified annually to prevent against mutated
strains.18 19 No “game changing” antiviral treatment
currently exists for influenza or covid-19, making
vaccination the centrepiece of public health measures
for prevention both of future epidemics and of
morbidity and mortality from the infection.
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Like the covid-19 vaccine, public funding in the context of a deadly
pandemic spurred the discovery and development of the influenza
vaccine, in the latter case through the Department of Defense.20

Even today, federal laboratories have an important role in
developing and manufacturing seasonal influenza vaccine.21 22

Pricing trends for influenza vaccines
Over the past two decades, the number of doses of influenza vaccine
distributed throughout the US has generally risen steadily each year
(see supplementary figure on bmj.com). Significant exceptions to
this are the 2004-05 flu season (when the production plant of one
of the two manufacturers supplying doses to the US failed FDA
inspections23) and the 2011-12 flu season (after a large rise in doses
the previous year when the US immunisation advisory committee
recommended that everyone aged 6 months and older should receive
the vaccine and the 2009 H1N1 pandemic24 contributed to increased
procurement25).

As with covid-19, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) and other federal agencies can procure influenza vaccines at
lower prices than the private sector through bulk purchasing
agreements. It is unclear how many doses the CDC has purchased

each year and whether the amount purchased could affect the
negotiated price. However, it was reported that for the 2020-21 flu
season, in what was described as an “unprecedented move,” the
CDC purchased seven million doses directly from manufacturers
for $100m or $14 each26—a higher price than it has previously
negotiated.

As the number of influenza vaccine doses supplied in the US has
increased over time, it might be expected that prices would also
decrease, in accordance with traditional economic principles.
However, the opposite was observed from the annual CDC contract
(or public sector) and private sector prices. From 2000 to 2021,
average prices for the influenza vaccine rose by 149% for the public
sector and 163% for the private sector (fig 1). Average private sector
prices, which were consistently higher than public sector prices,
largely plateaued between the 2015-16 and 2020-21 flu seasons,
rising only by 7% during this time. Notably, prices between the
private and public sectors further diverge after the 2009-10 flu
season. Lower public sector prices may be due to increased
government procurement following the H1N1 pandemic in late 2009
and the advisory committee’s decision in 2010 to broaden the
recommended population for receiving the vaccine.

Fig 1 | Average public and private sector prices for influenza vaccines in the United States (2000-21). Prices adjusted to 2020 US dollars, with average prices calculated from

reported contract prices in either August or September (or if unavailable, a month that would be representative for that year’s full season).27 Numbers above set of bars
denote number of products for that flu season. FluMist was excluded as it would not be considered an equivalent product to the other vaccine products on the market and
its price was significantly higher

Pricing trends for the influenza vaccine also do not seem to be
affected by the number of manufacturers and products on the market
(fig 1). The three manufacturers in the US with the biggest market
share28 (Sanofi-Pasteur, CSL, and GlaxoSmithKline) have seen

mean compound annual growth rate over the 10 years from 2011 to
2021 of 2.2% (range 1.1%-3.8%) for average public sector prices and
4.1% (range 2.6%-6.8%) for public sector prices (fig 2). The annual
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growth rate of the consumer price index for prescription drugs over the same period was just 1.8%.

Fig 2 | Trends in US influenza vaccine prices for three manufacturers (2011-21) in public and private sector. (Prices adjusted to 2020 $)

To assess whether these manufacturers behaved similarly—that is,
if one manufacturer raised their prices, did another manufacturer
as well— we measured correlations of their average public and
private sector prices over time using the Kendall τ-b (τb) coefficient.
We found relatively high correlations between GlaxoSmithKline
and Sanofi Pasteur across both sectors (public=0.778; private=0.822),

suggesting little price competition between them during this period.
CSL prices were poorly correlated with those of the other two
companies (public=0.067 (GSK), 0.200 (Sanofi); private=0.466 (GSK),
0.377 (Sanofi)). Following the 2016-17 flu season the average price
of CSL’s products rose substantially across both sectors while
average prices for GlaxoSmithKline and Sanofi Pasteur slightly
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decreased or plateaued. This suggests that the influenza vaccine
market in the US has little price competition but steadily rising
prices, despite growing government purchasing commitments and
broadening populations of recommended users. However, public
reporting of supply data for individual products procured by the
public and private sector would be necessary to further inform price
competition analyses.

Achieving fair pricing
Pricing trends for influenza vaccines in the US since the 2000-01 flu
season portend a potentially perilous future for ensuring fair pricing
of covid-19 vaccines. Despite having multiple manufacturers selling
similar products to an expanding market over time, like the
influenza vaccine, the prices of covid-19 vaccines are expected to
rise in the coming years. After the immediate pandemic period, the
private sector is likely to procure booster doses at higher prices than
the public sector. If the pattern observed with influenza vaccines
is repeated, future higher prices for covid-19 vaccines would have
substantial implications for health spending, public health
programme budgets, and insurance premiums for those with private
insurance.

Some countries have already committed to publicly procuring
additional doses for booster vaccinations potentially needed later
this year,29 30 which may help mitigate price increases. However,
companies may still raise prices, as has been seen previously in
high income countries during government procurement of influenza
vaccines.31 Another possibility is that countries with smaller
populations may be able to negotiate lower prices by sourcing from
one or two companies rather than relying on multiple manufacturers
to provide adequate supply.

Prices will also vary across countries as some use health technology
assessments to determine fair purchasing prices. These value
assessments—and their role in influencing prices as well as which
vaccines are prioritised for procurement—may be shaped by
additional evidence regarding their safety and relative efficacy in
preventing infection, transmission, or severe outcomes.
Governments and procurement agencies might also consider paying
only for vaccines that have received full regulatory approval within
a specified time. However, even manufacturers that have set vaccine
prices to reflect an ongoing global health emergency4 are securing
substantial profits from current sales.32

Vaccine pricing trends may not function according to normal market
forces, paralleling trends of some pharmaceuticals. Analysis of
multiple branded medications within the same class found little
price competition over time and high correlation between product
list prices.33 Similar patterns of continued price increases despite
multiple manufacturers has also been seen with insulin.34 Through
monopoly price protections, including intellectual property rights,
as well as the lack of transparency around the costs of research and
development, manufacturing, and procurement, manufacturers
can set and increase prices unless governments and other payers
intervene.

Globally, concerns over vaccine pricing have also emerged as
countries have secured different prices for the same products
through secretly negotiated bilateral agreements. For certain
vaccines, some low and middle income countries are paying more
than the EU or the US.35 -37 In response to concerns over vaccine
scarcity and pricing, governments and manufacturers have been
increasingly called on to waive intellectual property rights, share
vaccine technology, and invest in building further manufacturing
capacity, particularly in low and middle income countries, to
counter the ongoing pandemic and future variants.

South Africa and India have proposed a temporary waiver of
intellectual property rights38 to prevent any repercussions should
countries harness mechanisms such as compulsory licensing,
importation, or local production of covid-19 health technologies,
including vaccines. The US has also indicated support of a limited
waiver for vaccines,39 but other high income countries, including
those in the EU, remain opposed.40

To facilitate technology transfer, the World Health Organization
has created a covid-19 technology access pool and covid-19 mRNA
vaccine technology transfer hub.41 42 The hub has received around
50 expressions of interest, primarily from countries looking to
establish capacity, but none from any current vaccine
manufacturers.43

The Biden administration has also been called on to establish a new
licensing agreement for a government owned patent used to produce
the vaccine co-developed by the National Institutes of Health and
Moderna, which was nearly 100% funded through public
investment.44 The agreement would be non-exclusive, allow for
local manufacturing of the Moderna vaccine (including in
government owned facilities), sharing of vaccine technology with
WHO to increase global production, and accessible pricing across
countries and payers. Continued public procurements efforts could
also ensure reasonable pricing terms are included in purchasing
contracts, as the US Department of Defense has done in its
agreements with Novavax and Sanofi.45 46

Amid a global pandemic in which vaccines are seen as sources of
hope for the end of an ongoing public health crisis, any price for
these products may seem reasonable. However, as ongoing efforts
to adequately supply and administer covid-19 vaccines worldwide
continue, policy makers must pay careful attention to future pricing.
Without mechanisms to ensure fair and equitable pricing of covid-19
vaccines beyond the pandemic period, despite the large public
investment in their development, countries may face a future of
increasing vaccine prices mirroring that of influenza vaccines. The
potential absence of an affordable covid-19 vaccine option after the
end of the pandemic period is a looming threat to global health that
could threaten efforts to ensure long term control of covid-19.

Key messages

• Uncertainty around future covid-19 vaccine prices has raised concerns
about fair and equitable access in the long term

• The influenza vaccine serves as an analogous precedent, in terms of
substantial public contribution to its development, need for routine
administration, and market with multiple manufacturers

• Public and private sector prices of influenza vaccines have increased
in the US over the past 20 years despite a continued increase in
numbers of products available and manufacturers

• If the pattern observed with influenza vaccines is repeated, higher
prices for covid-19 vaccines will have serious implications for health
spending and public health budgets
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