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ABSTRACT

population in a timely manner.

If recent events have taught us one thing, it is that vaccines are a critical tool to help combat today’s public health
challenges and prevent those yet to come. The recent drop in pediatric vaccination rates has led to a resurgence of
vaccine-preventable diseases such as measles. Meanwhile, the coronavirus outbreak shows us that when pandemics
occur, our healthcare system needs to have a way to quickly react and get preventative treatments to a broad

Keywords: COVID-19; Vaccines; Pharmacists; Pandemic

DESCRIPTION

It was not so long ago and certainly within the memory of
many older Americans, when the fear and uncertainty we are
experiencing today with coronavirus were much more common.
Before the advent of vaccines for a vast number of diseases, it was
not uncommon for people to know friends and family members
who had contracted measles, mumps, rubella or polio. Families
routinely had to deal with the impact of these diseases on everyday
life and, more significantly, manage life-long disabilities like loss of
vision, hearing or mobility.

There are scores of studies on the positive impact that vaccination
has had on public health. In addition, vaccines are one of the most
cost-beneficial interventions in health care. It is estimated that
caring for unvaccinated adults costs the U.S. health care system
approximately $7 billion per year [1].

Vaccination rates in the United States for most serious ailments
are in the 90" percentile for children, while for adults, the
immunization rates are abysmal. For example, less than 50 percent
of adults age 19 and older get flu shot every year [2]. What's even
more alarming is that for adult patients between the ages of 18 and
65 with risk factors (e.g. patients with asthma or chronic bronchitis
or smoking history), the rate of pneumococcal vaccination is only
23 percent [3]. Both measures are well below the Healthy 2020
targets set by the U.S. Office of Disease Prevention and Health
Promotion.

One approach to encourage adult vaccination is to further
expand the ability of community-based pharmacists to administer
vaccines [4]. Patients and health systems have benefited most when
pharmacists are allowed to immunize patients.

Roughly 9 out of 10 Americans live within 5 miles of a pharmacy

that provides vaccination services to patients without an
appointment [5]. Community pharmacies offer extended hours
of service compared to other sites-of-care, which is especially
important for younger, healthier adults for whom immunization
rates are exceptionally low.

Also, the evidence is clear that allowing pharmacists to administer
vaccines is the lowest-cost alternative for providing this essential
public health service. For the most vulnerable adults, our seniors,
there may be additional access issues because a majority of family
physicians either aren’t stocking or are unable to bill for all available
vaccines, especially those reimbursed under Medicare Part D.

Unfortunately, there are significant variations in state laws
governing pharmacists’ ability to immunize patients. States
that have more restrictions on pharmacists’ ability to provide
vaccinations may negatively affect public health and increase
health care costs. Therefore, it is of utmost importance for states to
expand and harmonize state laws governing pharmacist authority
to immunize and allow pharmacists to administer all Food and
Drug Administration-approved and Advisory Committee on
Immunization Practices (ACIP) recommended adult vaccines.

The recent guidance from Health and Human Services (HHS)
allows pharmacists to administer any COVID-19 vaccine, which is
FDA-authorized or FDA-licensed, is a step in the right direction
[6]). However, the HHS direction under the Public Readiness
and Emergency Preparedness Act (PREP Act) is time-limited and
mandates that it be based on ACIP recommendation.

Reducing vaccine-preventable disease prevalence and overall health
care costs is critical for all Americans. The best way to achieve both
goals is through increased vaccination of adults in the United
States, particularly at the pharmacy. Policymakers must take the
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important step of implementing state laws to expand pharmacists’

immunization authority for adults, so we are better prepared if and

when the next public health crisis occurs.
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