Creating Partnerships to Increase Immunization Rates During the Late Season
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In January of this year, Get A Flu Shot.com launched a ‘winter’ season flu shot campaign to eliminate the final barrier to access, cost. We decided to give away free flu shots to anyone who wanted them. In an effort to reach out to those most in need and to obtain better publicity, we teamed up with the Oregon Food Bank, a local non-profit that provides free food to the needy.
We scheduled clinics in our office and at ongoing food distribution sites of the Oregon Food Bank. We garnered quite a bit of free publicity with coverage provided by multiple television and radio stations as well as local newspapers.

We accepted donations of money or food that went directly to the food bank. We did not screen for or accept any insurance for these flu shots.

The 1st day of our free flu shots, January 9, we had 190 people come into our office for flu shots. The 2nd day, we gave an additional 90 flu shots. When we went to the food bank distribution centers the response was similar, we gave out 45 - 90 flu shots at each site we visited.
Many individuals thanked us with tears in their eyes. On the 1st day, I gave flu shots to two different men who told me they were diabetic. When asked why they hadn’t gotten their flu shots in October or November, they both said they couldn’t afford it. “I could either buy insulin and groceries or a flu shot,” said one. Our clinics were staffed with nurses volunteering their time. All of the nurses told us that these were some of the most rewarding clinics they had ever done, due to the gratitude of the recipients. All of them, and others, have asked to be able to repeat this next season.
In addition to the needy getting flu shots that they could not afford, a significant number of individuals came who were pleased and surprised to find out that ‘it was not too late to get a flu shot’. The publicity of our campaign combined with state & CDC statements let them know that they could still benefit from the vaccination in January.
This was an experimental first year for us to do this. We offered a total of 9 free flu shot clinics over 3 weeks in a very restricted geographic area. We gave a total of 625 flu shots. Modest numbers, but impressive considering that the week before we started this, we were only ‘selling’5-6 flu shots per day.
We had originally planned to offer free flu shots at many more locations in a multitude of geographic areas including a number of our retail grocery locations. Unfortunately, we were restricted by a notice from Medicare that we were in jeopardy of violating federal anti-kickback statutes. This notice was given by a lower level person at Medicare, but our attorney advised us that there was a potential risk. We were told that, theoretically, giving away flu shots could be considered an illegal inducement to these stores to allow us to ‘sell’ flu shots there in the future. Therefore we had to restrict locations to our own office and sites where we would not plan to ‘sell’ flu shots in the future. We hope to have a resolution on this prior to the coming season. 
If we can resolve that issue, we hope to expand to a larger scale. This past season was in fact facilitated by surplus vaccine we still had. The coming season, we plan to solicit distributors and manufacturers for donations. We feel that is a model that can reach out to an underserved population, without jeopardizing normal sales of flu vaccinations. We can extend the vaccination season while increasing the vaccination rate and driving greater demand. We hope this model can be emulated nationally and regionally across the country.
