Case Study #1: MANDATING IMMUNIZATION

Virginia Mason Medical Center

A private, nonprofit organization based in Seattle, Washington, Virginia Mason Medical Center offers an

integrated network of health services. Virginia Mason decided to implement a mandatory employee

immunization program after a 2004 review found that vaccinating its healthcare personnel for influenza

could result in a safer environment for its patients, and that voluntary immunization programs were not

working very well.

As a leading health facility that puts the health and safety of the patient as its primary goal, Virginia Mason was dissatisfied with its internal immunization rates. In 2002, only 38% of its workforce had been immunized against the flu,roughly even with the national average. And in 2003, after a voluntary

immunization program, the rates climbed, but only to 54%.  So, the organization decided to include everyone on its workforce in the immunization program. Only those who had requested an accommodation on the basis of religious or medical needs were granted an exemption; those employees were required to wear a surgical mask for the duration of flu season as part of the hospital’s respiratory health campaign to protect patients and staff. Those who otherwise initially declined to get immunized were also provided with educational information and discussions and directed to internal Web sites to gather additional information on influenza.
Ultimately, anyone who failed to get vaccinated by the hospital’s deadline was subject to termination of

employment. Seven people were terminated that first year, none in the years since.  Immunization rates in 2005, the first year the mandatory program was fully implemented, rose significantly. Nearly the entire staff, 98%, were immunized.  Education is a main focus of the Virginia Mason immunization program. The effort to educate workers about influenza includes informational kiosks around the hospital, question-and-answer sessions with staff, information on the internalWeb site and links to external sites with more information, such as the CDCWeb site.  Virginia Mason also utilizes people it refers to as “flu champions.” These are staff volunteers from various units throughout the organization who speak with co-workers one-on-one about the benefits of getting immunized.

In addition to informing and educating its workers, Virginia Mason also introduced an element of fun into its immunization campaign. The hospital sponsored a slogan contest with prizes. The winning slogan in 2005, “Save Lives—Immunize” was printed on rubber bracelets and distributed to staff. There was also an annual tailgate kickoff party that included members of the Seattle Seahawks football team, who showed up for food, prizes and vaccinations. In 2006, Virginia Mason vaccinated 750 employees in three hours at its

tailgate party.  Convenience for all workers and support from across the institution are also critical elements of the Virginia Mason plan. The hospital goes out of its way to make the vaccine easily available. That means taking mobile carts around to different departments, using peer vaccinators to help immunize colleagues and administering shots through clinics with extended hours. Virginia Mason reimburses any of its employees who prefer to get their flu vaccine elsewhere.  Support comes from the highest levels of hospital administration; the hospital’s chief executive and president attend meetings of the hospital flu team, encouraging their efforts.

