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We wish to thank the UH hospital staff and leadership who were very open 
in sharing information with us.  We believe that they care about serving the 
best interest of our patients and our community.
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University of New Mexico Hospital (UNMH) is the primary teaching 
hospital for the university's School of Medicine. UNMH cares for a large, 
diverse population with complex and urgent health needs.

For the past nine years, UNMH has administered free influenza vaccines to 
the public through mass immunization events, including walk-in and drive-
through clinics.During the fall of 2017, UNMH scaled back its influenza 
immunization efforts due to financial concerns and the rising costs of 
influenza vaccines.  

Cost of the influenza vaccine is rising

The figure below depicts the change in price of one influenza vaccine 
over the past decade.

Based on concern for the broader impacts of the decision, this group 
explored the economic, public health, public relations and educational 
impact of the 2017 changes, focusing especially on the impact on the 
hospital’s financial viability.  

UNMH perspective

➢ Recent cuts in reimbursement for UNMH
➢ Expenditure for flu vaccines increased by 45% 
➢ UNMH can not vaccinate all of Albuquerque alone
➢ Could save $155,000 by decreasing the doses by 10,000 
➢ Many who get free flu shots have coverage
➢ Could even gain profit from charging insured patients
➢ Cost savings are necessary, because UNMH must be financially viable in order to 

continue operating and fulfilling its mission

Our perspective

How might this decision impact

➢ Patient outcomes
➢ Economically disadvantaged patients
➢ Herd immunity and rates of influenza
➢ Hospital’s indirect costs (e.g., added administrative costs, direct and indirect costs of 

disease)
➢ UNMH’s public image
➢ The education of UNM Health Science Center students
➢ The hospital’s quality and compliance metrics, which may impact future 

reimbursement

RESULTS

Here, we presented a case for UNMH to offer free flu vaccines.  We 
maintain that offering free flu vaccines is ultimately beneficial to hospitals 
as well as the public.  Our intention is that this project will provide a model 
for other health organizations and advocates.  

Policy implications

● For hospitals: The arguments posed to UNMH can be used a blueprint 
for implementing change at other hospitals.

● For the community: Hospitals and other organizations should work 
cooperatively to provide flu vaccines to all members of the community.

● Government: The rapidly rising cost of flu vaccines is already impacting 
vaccine access and should therefore be investigated.  State and federal 
governments could encourage hospitals and clinics to offer free flu 
vaccines to the community by providing vaccines (e.g., VFC influenza for 
adults) or by offering incentives for holding flu shot clinics.

Limitations

● There is no definite correlation between ED and admissions data and 
UNMH’s flu shot clinics, but this data does call attention to the impact 
that influenza can have on a hospital.

● We cannot determine how many people in that zip code contracted 
influenza.  

● Vaccination rates from NM SIIS may also reflect changes in reporting. 
● There is a need to develop a better system to monitor the impact of 

outreach efforts such as flu shot clinics. 

UNMH began billing for flu vaccines in the 2017/2018 flu season.  We 
explored the broader impacts of this decision.

We presented our case to UNMH leadership, and the decision was reversed.  
UNMH offered two free flu shot clinics in January of 2018 and plans to offer 
free flu shot clinics throughout the 2018/2019 flu season.

Hospitals are facing the reality of increasing costs and constrained resources, yet it is important to look beyond the direct cost of the vaccines when considering the value of providing free 
influenza vaccinations.  In addition to preventing flu within the community, offering free flu vaccines is beneficial to hospitals, because:

Lower influenza vaccination rates:

● Equates to decreased compliance with HEDIS and other 
quality measures, which negatively affects reimbursements

● Leads to reduced operational efficiency of flu shot clinics
● Increases the overhead of flu shot clinics by increasing 

administrative costs
● Curtails educational opportunities for health sciences 

students at teaching hospitals

Higher rates of influenza:

● Leads to increased patient morbidity and mortality.
● Increases indirect costs through staff/provider illness.
● Overwhelms clinics, hospital wards and ERs, contributing to

○ Reduced productivity
○ Increased likelihood of adverse events
○ Decreased accessibility of care for patients with other 

ailments

Foregoing free influenza vaccinations:

● Negatively impacts intangible assets, such as employee 
morale and public perception

● Removes an opportunity to build trust with the consumer 
and reduces consumer contact with the organization

● Disproportionately affects economically disadvantaged 
populations and non-citizens, precipitating an issue of 
disparate access to care

Providing influenza immunizations is aligned with the mission of every health care organization in that it equitably provides accessible, patient-focused medical care.  Addressing upstream 
causes of disease through preventive medicine promotes the health of populations and hospitals alike.

Lower volume at flu shot clinics

Reduced operational efficiency

Operational efficiency maximizes resource utilization and minimizes waste.  In previous years, 

UMNH was able to distribute more vaccines at a lower labor cost by capitalizing on economies 

of scale.

Lower vaccination rates in zip codes that previously hosted UNMH free flu shot clinics

This map illustrates the percent change in the fraction of the population that received a vaccine 
between the 2016/2017 and 2017/2018 flu seasons by zip code. The green dots indicate the 
locations of UNM clinics where free flu vaccines were administered in previous years.  

ER and admissions data

Community perception, employee morale and education

ER data indicates that the UNMH ER was 
busier this year as compared to the previous 
flu season. Higher volumes in the ED lead to 
reduced efficiency and delayed care for many 
patients.  

UNMH ordered and distributed 10,000 fewer flu vaccines 

this season.  Over 3,000 fewer doses were given at 

UNMH Saturday clinics relative to previous years.  

Community outreach clinics were also canceled. 

Importantly, throughput times (time for patients to walk 

in the door and leave with flu shot) were greatly 

increased as did patient and staff frustration.

The figure to the right depicts 
the number of UNMH in-
patients who tested positive 
for the flu during the flu 
season.  Notably, there was an 
increase in flu-positive in-
patients between the 
2016/2017 and 2017/2018 flu 
seasons.

Efficiency 2016/2017  (Labor costs/Dose) Efficiency 2017/2018  (Labor costs/Dose)

$3.03 $14.59

$11.56  more in labor costs to given one dose of flu vaccine this year.
Ultimately, we are offering the community less protection while expending a greater volume of labor resources.  

● Zip codes near UNM clinics less increase in 
the rate of vaccinations

● Very weak but positive correlation (p < .05) 
between median earnings in 2016 inflation 
adjusted US Dollars and the percent change 
in vaccination rate 

● Negative correlation between vaccinations 
and  percent of non-citizens in each zip code 
(p < .05). 

“We had three patients that waited for over 40 minutes to be pre-
registered as they did not have an appointment. Those who did have an 
appointment waited between 5-15 minutes. We did almost  1000 less 
vaccines than last year and this created a strain on the  clinic during 
the week to add flu clinics during normal clinic time.”

-Unit director

Map created by Sergio Gonzales
Data extracted from NM SIIS and US Census 
databases

Data extracted from CDC Price List.

Ultimately, the most important argument is 
what is best for the patients.  The 
photograph to the right shows a family at a 
flu shot clinic this January. They were eager 
to receive their vaccines, as the mother and 
youngest sibling were currently hospitalized 
with the flu.
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“Shot clinic was poorly organized.  Staff milling and standing in the hall 

while people are waiting.” 

-Pres-Ganey

evaluation

“Students were standing around most of the time and staff found this year 
to be very dissatisfying.  Not enough patients to keep the back busy but 
back ups in the front due to registration and walk-ins needing to go to pre-
reg.”

-Unit 
director


