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Executive Summary 
Germany has adopted a risk-based influenza 
vaccination policy to recommend influenza 
vaccination in most at-risk groups including citizens 
over the age of 60 years, pregnant women, healthcare 
workers and people with chronic medical conditions 
such as diabetes, asthma or cardiovascular disease. 

To increase the seasonal influenza vaccination 
coverage in all at-risk groups identified, there is 
an annual national influenza awareness campaign 
under the leadership of the Federal Centre for 
Health Education (BZgA) in collaboration with 
multiple public health authorities.  Messages 
and campaign materials are delivered via web 
information, fact sheets, posters, brochures and 
press releases.  Online information targets the 
general public with the purpose of educating the 
influenza and vaccination facts.  However tailored 
messages addressing the specific demands of 
these groups largely disseminated through offline 
channels including brochures and posters and 
remain relatively inadequate. 

Beyond government actions, there are very few 
voices in civil society calling for an increased 
awareness and informed actions on influenza 
vaccination.  Only two organizations have created 
messages to help improve understanding of 
influenza and their communication is restricted to 
a single channel (either brochure or press release).  
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Demographic Details
Germany, in 2018, had an estimated population of 
82.9 million with some 13.6% between 0-14 years 
of age and 21.5% aged 65 years and over.1  By 2050, 
approximately 23 million people in Germany will be 
aged 65 years or over, representing 30% of the total 
population.  The proportion of those aged 80 years 
and over are projected to dramatically increase from 
6.6% in 2018 to 13% (9.8 million) by 2050.2

As the German population ages the increasing 
prevalence of noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) 
continues to pose a growing burden on the health 
of Germany.  Each year, an estimated 91% of total 
deaths are attributed to NCDs.  Cardiovascular 
disease (CVD) is the highest-ranking cause, 
accounting for 40.7% of NCD deaths, followed by 
cancer (28.6%), other NCDs (20.9%), respiratory 
diseases (6.6%) and diabetes (3.3%).3 

Context
Alongside individuals with chronic disease, older 
Germans are at-risk for serious consequences of 
influenza such as hospitalization and death.  During 
the 2018-19 flu season, almost 40,000 people were 
hospitalized and 852 patients died due to influenza.  
Eighty-six percent of those deceased were 60 years 
of age and over.4  

Although annual influenza vaccination is 
recommended by the German Standing Committee 
on Vaccinations (STIKO) only 34.8% of older people 
aged 65 years and over were vaccinated which is far 
below the WHO target of 75%.5  A lack of awareness 
and information are known barriers to adult 
influenza vaccination, and many Germans either 
underestimate or are unaware of the serious and 
potentially life-threatening impact of the disease.6

In Germany, multiple authorities within the 
Ministry of Health are concerned with vaccination 
issues.7  The Robert Koch Institute (RKI) leads 
the identification, surveillance and prevention 
of vaccine preventable diseases.8  The RKI is 
advised by the German Standing Committee on 
Vaccinations (Ständige Impfkommission (STIKO) 
which forms national recommendations based on 
evidence-based research, and then publishes annual 

vaccination schedules and guidelines.9  The Federal 
Centre for Health Education (BZgA), the primary 
authority in the field of health promotion on the 
national level, takes direct measures to inform the 
public about risks of vaccine preventable diseases 
(VPD) and the importance of vaccination.7

Since 2006, the BZgA and RKI have implemented 
a joint annual campaign, under the theme “We Go 
Ahead of Flu”, as a strategy to increase the seasonal 
influenza vaccination coverage in all at-risk groups 
identified by the STIKO.  These include adults aged 
60 years and over, patients with chronic illness of 
all ages, pregnant women and medical personnel.10  

While governmental actions to promote vaccination 
are consistence through a systematic education 
and awareness campaign civil society (patient an 
advocacy associations) takes a significantly lesser 
role in promoting the awareness among the public.  
To our knowledge although the environmental scan 
was not exhaustive the few organizations such as 
the German National Association of Senior Citizens’ 
Organisations (BAGSO) and the German Respiratory 
Society have included adult influenza vaccination 
on their agenda. 

Government Campaign
National Immunization Schedule

The national immunization recommendations and 
schedule issued by STIKO are published annually 
by RKI and form the basis for guidance to federal 
states on the use of licensed vaccines.11  Although 
federal states within Germany have the ability to 
modify vaccination schedules to meet the needs 
of their region, STIKO recommendations and 
schedule are official directives.12  Since 2007, health 
insurance funds are obliged by law to cover costs for 
vaccinations recommended by STIKO and approved 
by the Federal Joint Committee.13  

Influenza vaccination is recommended for citizens 
over the age of 60 years, and those with underlying 
conditions such as diabetes, asthma or cardiovascular 
disease as well as  health care workers and pregnant 
women.11

The STIKO immunisation schedule is available in 20 
different languages and regarded as a major source 
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of reliable information on publicly funded vaccines 
for consumers and health care providers.14  

According to the current STIKO schedule, an annual 
influenza vaccine is recommended and free of 
charge for people aged 60 years and over. 

Web page

The Federal Ministry of Health, RKI and BZgA websites 
all contain influenza-related information to educate 
Germans about influenza and vaccination facts. 

The Federal Ministry of Health describes on the 
website what is influenza, how to reduce the risk of 
infection and how is the  flu vaccine developed using 
both text and animated images.15   Similar information 
and STIKO recommendations can be found on the RKI 
website.16,17,18 

In addition to the general information about influenza 
and vaccination, BZgA provides detailed explanations 
about influenza and vaccines, such as why influenza is 
far more serious and different from the common cold 
and the kinds of side effects (if any) that people may 
have to the influenza vaccine. 

In support of the “We Go Ahead of Flu” campaign, 
BZgA provides specific information for at-risk groups19 
with associated messages such as “flu can trigger 
pneumonia and other life-threating complications 
so it is vital to receive the vaccination before the flu 
season.”20  

Fact sheets 

RKI and BZgA produce information sheets about 
influenza and vaccination with that from the RKI 
being available in 20 languages.2122  Information is 
about influenza pathogens, symptoms and at-risk 
groups, vaccine production and components, side 
effects, post-immunization physical reactions and 
care.  Although this fact sheet is intended for the 
general population, it mentions that older people 
and those with a chronic underlying disease are at-
risk and a priority for vaccination. 

As part of the “We Go Ahead of Flu” campaign, a fact 
sheet was developed by BZgA in partnership with 
RKI to describe the safety and efficacy of influenza 
vaccine with a note that enhanced influenza 
vaccines offers greater protection to older adults.23 

Figure 2: Fact sheet

Figure 1: National vaccination schedule
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Posters 

The “We Go Ahead of Flu” campaign produced a set 
of posters to attract the attention of people most 
at-risk of influenza.  

Featuring an image of an older couple the poster 
message is that the annual influenza vaccine is 
highly recommended for people aged 60 years and 
over.24  

Another image features teenagers, adults and a 
child which is designed to remind both family and 
community of the collective responsibilities when it 
comes to the annual influenza vaccination.25 

Brochure

RKI and BZgA jointly produced several brochures to 
provide targeted information to at-risk populations 
including older persons and those with chronic 
conditions.

For older people the brochure describes possible 
complications of influenza, available vaccine options, 
timing, locations and cost of influenza vaccination.26   

Similarly, the brochure aimed at patients with 
underlying chronic diseases describes the 
consequences of influenza and the preventive 
measures for this vulnerable group.27  

An important message highlighted is that influenza 
infection can trigger lung or heart disease 
exacerbations. 

News release 

The BZgA press release announced the STIKO 
recommendations and the launch of the “We Go 
Ahead of Flu” campaign.28,29,30  A news article 
entitled “influenza – the elderly are badly affected” 
reveals the low vaccine rate among this population 
and emphasizes vaccination as the most important 
measure to protect against influenza.31  

Figure 3: Poster

Figure 4: Brochure
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Non-government  
Organizations

German National Association of 
Senior Citizens  
The German National Association of Senior Citizens 
(BAGSO) developed an informative brochure to 
answer the primary question “Which vaccinations 
are particularly important and for whom”.32   

Questions included how do vaccines work, why 
vaccinations are important, where do I go to be 
vaccinated and what is the process and are vaccines 
safety.  

The importance of vaccination for older people 
and chronic patients is stressed with the messages 
that “vaccinations are especially important for older 
people and patients with chronic diseases, as they 
become more susceptible to infectious diseases due 
to weakening of their immune system.”

German Respiratory Society
The German Respiratory Society published several 
articles to alert German citizens with respiratory 
problems that influenza is a serious illness.  

The importance and necessity of influenza vaccination 
for patients with lung disease is reinforced through 
messages that vaccination demonstrably protects 
against respiratory diseases and its consequences 
such as meningitis or blood poisoning.33  Winter 
warnings are directed to those people with asthma 
and other chronic lung conditions who have greater 
likelihood of influenza and pneumococcal.34 

Figure 5: German National Association of Senior Citizens 
Informative Brochure



Status of National Influenza Vaccination Campaign

Comprehensive 
policies and 
programs

Clear 
communication 
strategy

Well-defined 
audience

Realistic 
timeline

Regular updates 
of information

Engagement and 
support of civil 
society 

Multiple tools 
and channels

Influenza vaccination is recommended by government and advisory bodies 
for at-risk populations including older adults and people with chronic 
diseases

Published context-specific communication strategy and action plan which 
defines communication goals, target audiences, expected roles of partner 
organizations, communication tools and timeline

Universal message distributed to undifferentiated population (general 
audiences regardless of age and underlying health condition) 

Dedicated and tailored information for specific at-risk audience

Online communication such as web content, digital technology, social 
media, online publications, email 

Messages are disseminated offline by TV, radio, printout (e.g. leaflet, 
poster, brochure, outdoor ads)

Interactive communication including individual consultation, street 
campaign and face-to-face mobilization

Timely flu season alert and vaccination reminder

National/regional events scheduled for intensive awareness campaign 
such as national vaccination day/week/month

Information is updated on a regular basis to reflect the most recent 
evidence and policy, such as recommending newly licensed vaccines for 
specific recipient

Well-developed Partially developed Not yet developed / No evidence

Communication on influenza by patient associations, ageing organizations 
and advocacy groups

Influenza vaccination is funded under the National Immunization Program 
(NIP) and administered through the state program for at-risk populations 
including older adults and people with chronic disease
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