Childhood Influenza Vaccination Requirements
Influenza Vaccination in Missouri
During the 2018-2019 flu season, Missouri reported a 50% influenza vaccination rate among all
residents. In the Center for Disease Control’s 2017-2018 study estimating the influenza
vaccination rate among children, 50.8% of children are vaccinated. The study measured
vaccination rates of children between 6 months to 17 years of age.1
These numbers, although low, are on par with the U.S averages. Just 49.2% of Americans
received their influenza vaccine in the 2018-2019 flu season.2 The U.S. influenza vaccine rate
among children was 57.9% in the 2017-2018 flu season year. Across the United States, there was
a variation in vaccination rates based on age. Younger children were vaccinated at higher rates.
Children between 6 months to four years of age had a 67.8% vaccination rate in the United States
during the 2017-2018 flu season. That same season children between the ages of 5-12 years old
were vaccinated 59.5% of the time and children between ages 13-17 were vaccinated 47.4%.3
Neighboring states recorded similar influenza vaccination rates among children ages 6 months to
17 years old in the 2017-2018 flu season. Illinois estimated influenza vaccination rates of
children to be 54.9%, Oklahoma was 55%. Iowa 58.9%. Arkansas 63.6%, Nebraska 62.9%. and
Kansas 53.2%.4 Of the neighboring states, Missouri is the lowest.
Current Influenza Vaccination Policies and Exemptions in Schools
The State of Missouri does not require influenza vaccination for school attendance.5 The
Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services (DHSS) does emphasize the need for schoolage children to be regularly vaccinated for the flu recommending that all children get vaccinated
for influenza every year during the flu season, by the end of October at the latest, and for
children 6 months through 8 years old who receive the influenza vaccination for the first time,
“should be given two doses, four weeks apart.”6,7
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For this year, as of May 9, 2020, the latest week of which there is data available, Missouri has
seen 113,345 cases of influenza in the entire flu season (starting from the week of October 5,
2019), with the majority of cases in the 0-4 year old range. In the last season, the peak of
laboratory-positive flu cases was between Weeks 6 and 10, and the peak of outpatient visits for
influenza-like illness was between Weeks 2 and 14 in a bimodal manner.8 For the 2018-19 flu
season, Missouri had a influenza vaccination coverage rate of 57.0% in children 6 months to 17
years old, lower than the national average of 62.6% and the 16th lowest coverage rate in the
nation. Overall, for the country as a whole, influenza vaccination rates were highest for the
youngest children (6 months to 4 years old) at 73.4%, with a steady decline as children age (for
instance, coverage for children 13 to 17 years old was only 52.2%).9
The COVID-19 Context
What makes influenza vaccination for fall and winter 2020 so different this year is the COVID19 pandemic. As of late October, there were 8.7 million cases and over 225,000 deaths in the
United States due to COVID-19.10 At that same time, there were more than 172,000 cases and
2,800 deaths in Missouri.11 Preventing the spread of influenza will be essential this year, as bad
flu outbreaks will stress already-stressed emergency rooms and ICUs at hospitals and having
both influenza and COVID-19 could lead to disastrous outcomes for patients.12 On August 16th,
the New York Times noted that health officials in the United States are pushing the importance
of the flu vaccine this year because they are “fearing a twindemic”.13 Noting the need to prevent
influenza in Missouri this year, the following policy proposals are designed to ensure that health
departments in Missouri are able to gather better data about influenza vaccination (especially
with school-aged children), maximize vaccination rates, and minimize influenza prevalence.

Policy Recommendations
Changes to Requirement and Exemption Policies
In order to ensure that Missouri students are protected from influenza, and by extension, mitigate
the burden of infectious respiratory diseases,14 the state should consider a two-pronged approach:
requiring that students receive flu vaccines and then addressing its lenient vaccine exemption
process.
Missouri Statute §167.181 currently requires that K-12 students receive eight vaccines, but the list
does not include an influenza vaccine.15 As of 2019, and among the diseases listed in this statute,
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Missouri’s kindergarten students consistently exceed the national average of vaccinations per
capita.16 It should be noted that these rates account for the fact that kindergarten students may optout of the practice due to religious beliefs or via the “personal belief exemption.”1718 However, its
K-12 students consistently rank below the national average for influenza inoculations. In the 20182019 season, 48 percent of 13-17 year-olds were vaccinated for influenza, whereas 52 percent of
their counterparts nationally received them; 52 percent of 5-12 year-olds were immunized, well
below the 64 percent national average; and only 60 percent of children between the ages of six
month and four years were vaccinated, similarly short of the 73 percent average.19 It may therefore
be assumed that if influenza were added to the list of required inoculations in Statute §167.181,
more students would receive it.
Requiring influenza vaccinations among students would not place undue financial or logistical
burdens on these children or their families if they are offered the same legal protections and
benefits as those for the other eight required inoculations. If unable to pay, children would be
“immunized at public expense” by the state Medicaid program, Department of Health and Senior
Services, or federal funding.20 The CDC also funds and operates a Vaccines for Children program
in Missouri, which offers free vaccines to minors who lack insurance, are underinsured, or are an
American Indian or Alaskan Native.21 Accessibility would also be ensured by the provision that
the inoculation may be carried out by “any duly licensed physician or by someone under his
direction,” and Missouri currently hosts nearly 1.5 more licensed physicians per capita than the
average American state.22,23 Finally, students would be able to continue attending classes so long
as they offer proof that the “immunization process is being accomplished.”24 In the case of
influenza, this would benefit students under eight years of age that need two doses.25
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Two of the three legal routes for obtaining vaccine exemptions in Missouri -- citing religious or
“personal” beliefs26,27 -- pose a major threat to herd immunity from influenza,28 and therefore
create an additional, preventable challenge for Missouri’s healthcare system during the COVID19 pandemic. Kansas City has one of the highest concentrations of non-medically exempted
kindergarten students among the country’s metropolitan areas,29 making this a natural point of
intervention to ensure that more children are inoculated for influenza.
Making the non-medical exemption process more stringent or banning it entirely could therefore
protect students, their families, and their communities, as well as support its already-strained
healthcare infrastructure.30,31 ,32 ,33 Studies have shown that the more administratively simple it is
to be granted a vaccine exemption for non-medical reasons, the more people get them.34 In
Missouri, this process merely requires that a guardian “objects in writing to [the student’s] school
administrator.”35 In fact, requesting a medical exemption is more administratively taxing than
receiving the vaccine; written statements must be supplemented by a “statement from a duly
licensed physician” attesting to their ineligibility.36,37
To disincentivize adults from seeking non-legitimate exemptions, Missouri policymakers should
consider requiring that requests be submitted annually, be complemented by an “informed refusal
process” for guardians, or include the signature of a religious leader or healthcare professional to
verify that the guardian is both well-informed and strictly adheres to relevant religious beliefs.38
New legislation could also draw from the efforts of other states. In Texas and Massachusetts, for
example, schools are allowed to exclude unvaccinated students “in times of emergency or
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epidemic” and “disease outbreaks” respectively.39,40 Washington’s Statute §28A.210.090 prohibits
religious and philosophical beliefs from exempting students from three particular vaccines, and
also requires that students who no longer meet the criteria for medical exemptions be innoculated.41
Barring state-wide mandates, “political subdivision[s]” are also legally allowed to mandate that
preschool students “adop[t] more stringent rules” for immunization, such as the addition of
influenza vaccines.42 In sum, by adding the influenza vaccine to the list of mandatory inoculations
for students in Missouri Statute §167.181, and then imposing additional, reasonable barriers to
non-medical exemptions, the state would likely witness higher rates of influenza vaccination
among students.
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