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Study: School-based flu immunizations save money

Lisa Schnirring « Staff Writer

Jan 31, 2008 (CIDRAP News) — School-based vaccination could be a cost-effective option for
preventing influenza in school-age children and their families, according to a recent multistate trial.

The study, published Jan 23 in an early online edition of Health Affairs, used a population of more
than 15,000 school children ages 5 to 18 from a previous study that showed the intranasal live
attenuated influenza vaccine, FluMist, reduced flu-like illnesses in the households of children who
were vaccinated. That study was conducted during the 2004-05 influenza season and was
supported by MedImmune, the maker of FluMist.

The current study was designed to gauge whether school-based immunizations are cost-effective,
according to the authors, led by Jordana Schmier, a managing scientist at Exponent, a research
group based in Menlo Park, Calif. The trial grouped 28 elementary schools from four states into 11
demographically similar clusters, each of which included one intervention school that offered the
vaccine plus one or two schools that served as controls. The vaccine was offered free of charge at
school to all healthy children aged 5 or older during the fall of 2004.

Investigators did a cost-benefit analysis of the previous trial, which was published in a December
2006 issue of the New England Journal of Medicine. Phone surveys during the peak week of the flu
season revealed that 17% of households of students in the intervention schools reported a child
with flulike illness, compared with 26% of households in the control schools. In the same week, 8%
of households in the intervention group reported an adult with a flu-like ilinesses, compared with
13% in control-group households.

The authors of the new study used "event rate" data from the earlier study—such as rates of
medical visits, prescription drug purchases, and missed work days—to estimate the per-household
costs of vaccination and costs related to flu cases. In intervention schools, where almost half of the
students were vaccinated, peak-week vaccination costs were estimated at $41.66, compared to
$5.58 in control schools, where about 2% of students reported vaccination outside school.

However, the researchers reported that the expense of the vaccine program was exceeded by the
direct and indirect flu-related costs. During the peak influenza week, intervention households used
$57.63 in healthcare resources to treat influenza infections, compared with $75.50 used by control
households. For indirect costs such as care-giving and absences from school and work, intervention
households spent $64.48 during the peak week of flu season, while control households spent
$81.97.

The difference in costs during the peak flu season was small—only 71 cents—the researchers
reported. However, they said the difference would be magnified over the entire flu season, during
which intervention households would incur an estimated total cost of $759.92, versus $931.88 for
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