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There are myths that the flu vaccine is not safe. 
The Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations recommends that healthcare personnel and 
patients get vaccinated.  Education as part of a comprehensive infection control program is necessary to achieve 
higher levels of vaccination.18

Vaccination rates among hospital workers on the rise.
• 	 Despite misinformation about the vaccine, seasonal influenza vaccination rates among hospital 

workers have significantly increased in recent years to 72 percent.30 
• 	 It is believed that enough immunity to prevent possible outbreak, or herd immunity, can occur at 

vaccination rates of around 80 percent and as low as 70 percent.23

Comprehensive infection control programs work. 
• 	 Numerous peer-reviewed studies show that comprehensive educational programs that can dispel flu 

vaccine myths can further increase voluntary vaccination rates from 80 percent to 96 percent. 2,3,4,5,6

•	 The hospital system at the University of Iowa, where SEIU represents the nurses, achieved a voluntary flu 
vaccination rate of 86 percent in 2009.7

•	 Voluntary hepatitis B vaccination programs can serve as models for noncompulsory influenza vaccination 
programs.  Annual classroom-based educational sessions, where employees can have their questions 
addressed, have resulted in acceptance rates of more than 80 percent.31

Leading professional organizations reject mandatory flu vaccination programs.
•	 In 2006, the Joint Commission (formerly JCAHO) considered making flu vaccines mandatory but 

rejected the idea following a public comment period.10 
•	 The American College of Occupational and Environmental Medicine (ACOEM), the nation’s largest 

organization of occupational medicine physicians. ACOEM maintains that mandatory vaccination programs 
divert limited time, attention and patient care resources from more effective strategies to improve infection 
control.11,12,13

•	 The director of the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Dr. Thomas Friedan, stated in 2009 
that he does not support mandatory flu vaccination.9 

•	 This year Dr. John Howard, the director of the U.S. National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(NIOSH) Health, a branch of the CDC has stated that mandatory vaccination “leads to a false sense of 
security.”28

No federal or state governmental health agency supports mandatory flu vaccination, nor does any 
other country. 
•	 The state of New York abandoned its mandate in 2009 and did not reinstate it this year. 

The flu vaccine may lead to a false sense of security. 
•	 The vaccine’s effectiveness varies from year to year, possibly leading to a false sense of security if major gaps 

in infection control programs remain.11

Mandatory flu vaccination programs and misguided masking requirements can have a negative 
impact on workers. 
Conversely, a voluntary program , focusing on education, with the advantages of an employer-provided benefit, can 
have a positive impact and achieve nearly the same level of cooperation.18

•	 Mandatory flu vaccination programs have driven qualified nurses and other healthcare workers from their 
professions.18

•	 There is insufficient scientific evidence to support requiring unvaccinated healthcare workers to wear 
surgical masks for flu transmission prevention. 
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•	 To the contrary, there is research showing that surgical masks do not protect healthcare workers from exposure 

to airborne flu and that surgical masks are not effective in containing infectious particles from the wearer 
because of their face seal leakage and filter performance.15,16,17, 26

•	 The wearing of masks without a documented medical purpose has been described as a “scarlet letter” by 
hospital managers designed to shame healthcare workers into getting vaccinated. 24

Information compiled by William Borwegen, MPH, director, Occupational Health and Safety,  Service Employees 
International Union, Washington, D.C., Sept. 25, 2009, Updated Oct. 29, 2010.

Citations
1.	 Hospitals take their best shot at the flu: ‘best practices’ share winning strategies. CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). 2009. 

Misconceptions about Seasonal Influenza and Influenza Vaccines.  CDC website http://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/qa/misconceptions.htm 
(accessed September 23, 2009)

2	 Hosp Empl Health. 2008, 27(9); 99-101  

3	 O’Neill S.: Improving Influenza Vaccination Rates. Service Employees International Union. http://sboh.wa.gov/Meetings/2007/03-14/docs/Tab09c_
Imm_SO_PPP.pdf .

4	 Interventions to increase influenza vaccination of health-care workers –California and Minnesota. MMWR. March 4, 2005;54 (08);196-9.

5	 Bryant KA, Stover B, Cain L, Levine GL, Siegel J, Jarvis WR. Improving influenza immunization rates among healthcare workers caring for high-risk 
pediatric patients. Infect Control Hosp Epidemiol. 2004;25:912-7.

6	 National Foundation for Infectious Diseases: Immunizing Healthcare Personnel Against Influenza: A Report on Best Practices. 2008. http://www.
nfid.org/HCWtoolkit/report.html .

7	 http://www.usatoday.com/news/health/2009-11-05-swine-flu-workers_N.htm

8	 Hepatitis B Vaccination Coverage Levels among Healthcare Workers in the United States,  Infect Control Hosp Epidemiol 2007; 28:783-790. 

9	 New York Times, September 20, 2009.  Accessed September 23, 2009. http://www.nytimes.com/2009/09/21/nyregion/21vaccine.html?_r=1 

10	 Respiratory Care Manager, Vol 15, No. 6, Page 15, June 2006.http://www-ece.eng.uab.edu/DCallaha/Pubs/ScopeArticleJune2006.pdf

11	 American College of Occupational and Environmental Medicine (ACOEM). Position Statement: Seasonal Influenza Prevention in Health Care 
Workers. 2006.http://www.acoem.org/guidelines.aspx?id=730 

12	 Anikeeva O., Braunack-Mayer A., Rogers W.: Requiring influenza vaccination for health care workers. Am J Public Health 99:24–29, Jan. 2009.

13	 Finch M.: Point: Mandatory influenza vaccination for all heath care workers? Seven reasons to say “no.” Clin Infect Dis 42:1141–1143, Apr. 15, 2006.

14	 CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). 2009. Interim guidance for infection control for care of patients with confirmed or suspected 
novel influenza A (H1N1) virus infection in a healthcare setting. May 13, 2009. http://www.cdc.gov/h1n1 flu/guidelines_infection_control.htm.

15	 IOM (Institute of Medicine). 2009. Respiratory protection for healthcare workers in the workplace against novel H1N1 influenza A: A letter report. 
Washington, DC: The National Academies Press.   

16	 Brosseau, Lisa M. ScD, CIH, Surgical Mask Performance, , University of Minnesota IOM Workshop PPE for Healthcare Workers Against H1N1 
Influenza A, August 2009.

17	 A Lipp, P Edwards, “Disposable surgical face masks for preventing surgical wound infection in clean surgery,” Cochrane Database of Systematic 
Reviews 2002, Issue 1. Art No CD002929. DOI: 10.1002/14651858.CD002929. 

18	 Joint Commission on Accreditation of Healthcare Organizations.  Providing a Safer Environment for Health Care Personnel and Patients Through 
Influenza Vaccination.  2009, pages 15-16.

19	 C Steckel, Mandatory Influenza Immunizations for Healthcare Workers- An Ethical Discussion, Amer. Assoc of Occup Health Nurses, 2007; 55 (01); 
34-39.

20	 N Rudner Lugo, Will Carrots or Sticks Raise Influenza Immunization Rates of Healthcare Personnel?, Amer Jour of Infection Control, 2007; 35 (01); 
1-6.

21	 IDSA Marketing Opportunities and Exhibit Guide Information  http://www.idsociety.org/Content.aspx?id=12006#Exh (accessed September 
23, 2009)

22	 APIC’s Partners in Prevention Program 
http://www.apic.org/AM/Template.cfm?Section=Partners_In_Prevention&Template=/CM/HTMLDisplay.cfm&ContentID=14000  (accessed 
September 23, 2009)

23	 Yang Yang, The Transmissibility and Control of Pandemic Influenza A (H1N1) Virus,  Science DOI: 10.1126/science.1177373, September 10, 2009 

24	 The Hook News Blog http://www.readthehook.com/blog/index.php/2009/09/16/not-halloween-uva-hospital-makes-masks-mandatory/ , 
September 21, 2009 (assessed September 25, 2009 

25	 CDC, BARDA, NIOSH, OSHA Government - Labor Coordination Call on H1N1, September 9, 2009. 

26	 Revised SHEA Position Paper: Influenza Vaccination of Healthcare Personnel, Infec Control and Hosp. Epid. Oct 2010, vol. 31, no. 10

27	 CDC Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices (ACIP), Summary Report, June 23-24, pages 119-120 http://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/recs/acip/
downloads/min-jun10.pdf

28	 Flu Vaccinations Should Not Be Mandatory For Health Care Workers, NIOSH Chief Says, Occupational Safety and Health Reporter, Bureau of 
National Affairs, Oct. 14, 2010. 

29	 SHEA joins call to require flu shots for health workers, CIDRAP News, August 31, 2010 http://www.cidrap.umn.edu/cidrap/content/influenza/
general/news/aug3110shea.html

30	 Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, April 2, 2010/ 59/(12); 357-362

31	 Hepatitis B Vaccination Coverage Levels among Healthcare Workers in the United States,  Infect Control Hosp Epidemiol 2007; 28:783-790.

www.seiu.org/flu


