GHM Open. 2024; 4(1):50-51. LETTER\I

DOI: 10.35772/ghmo.2023.01011

Bridging the gap: International efforts and behavioral strategies to
combat COVID-19 vaccine wastage

Yudai Kaneda'*, Mira Namba®, Rei Goto®, Kurenai Takebayashi’, Masaki Takebayashi’

"School of Medicine, Hokkaido University, Hokkaido, Japan;
*School of Medicine, Keio University, Tokyo, Japan;

3 Graduate School of Economics, Keio University, Kanagawa, Japan;
* Aomori Prefectural Government, Aomori, J apan;

*School of Sociology, Aomori University, Aomori, Japan.

Abstract: Highlighted by the G7 Hiroshima Summit and evident in Japan's complex vaccination program, the
issue of novel coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) vaccine allocation and utilization, particularly the dilemma of
minimizing vaccine wastage, extends beyond national concerns. Various global strategies, such as using behavioral
science principles like 'nudges', have been implemented to tackle the problem. However, scientific evaluation and
international collaboration are insufficient; thus, analyzing successful case studies and innovative methods is crucial
to pave the way for future preparedness and resilient responses to emerging pandemics.
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As discussed at the G7 Hiroshima Summit held in
May 2023, the appropriate allocation and utilization of
vaccines for novel coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19)
remain international challenges (/). This issue was
underscored when, as of March 2022, a surplus of 1.4
billion doses of vaccines was reported within the G7
countries, triggering a complex dilemma regarding
the minimization of vaccine wastage. In response,
several nations, including the United States, China, and
Germany, embarked on concerted efforts to donate these
surplus vaccines to developing countries (2). Japan also
aligned itself with this mission, offering 1.24 million
doses to Taiwan. However, a disconcerting minimum of
77.83 million doses of expired vaccines were reported to
be discarded (3).

The situation in Japan adds a layer of complexity
to this international concern. The vaccine program in
the country was orchestrated by local governments,
with the central government shouldering the financial
responsibility for vaccine administration and waste
disposal (4). This organizational structure led to
local governments lacking sufficient incentives and
accountability to curtail waste through monitoring
cancellation rates or bolstering community vaccination
rates. Further complicating matters, opposition from
local governments resulted in vaccination rates being
withheld from public view in 60% of prefectures on a
municipality-specific basis. This lack of transparency
may have contributed to a deceleration of the vaccination

(50)

process, as competitive elements were absent, and the
perception of scrutiny by others was limited.

It is evident that minimizing vaccine wastage
transcends national concerns and emerges as an
issue of paramount importance on the international
stage. Potential strategies for addressing these issues
could incorporate "nudges", which are behavioral
science principles such as "loss aversion" and "social
comparison” (5). Specifically, reassigning the financial
burden of vaccine wastage to local governments and
disclosing cancellation and wastage data to incite
competition among municipalities. These 'nudges' have
been validated in healthcare, demonstrating that cognitive
bias-based strategies can be instrumental toward ideal
public health policies (3).

Indeed, these strategies were used globally during
the COVID-19 pandemic. In places like Oregon, United
States, vaccines were administered in areas with high
foot traffic, ensuring prompt accessibility for interested
individuals (6). Waitlists and real-time cancellation
disclosures were established in countries such as
Germany, South Korea, and France, with France taking
the lead through the "Covidliste" initiative (7). However,
the scientific evaluation of these strategies is insufficient.
With COVID-19 vaccine demand waning, the assessment
of these efforts must become a priority in international
collaboration (8).

In Japan, where the switch to effective pandemic
countermeasures proved difficult amid social turmoil
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over three years (9), the lessons from these strategies
are particularly resonant. As people are often strongly
inclined to maintain the status quo, especially during
exhausting periods (/0), understanding the benefits and
limitations of nudge methods on a daily basis can help
prepare for future pandemics.

In conclusion, the experiences from COVID-19
vaccine distribution necessitate a comprehensive
review, moving beyond medical solutions to include
an evaluation of successful case studies, innovative
behavioral strategies, and international collaboration.
This multifaceted approach to understanding vaccine
wastage could pave the way for future preparedness and
foster more resilient responses to emerging pandemics.

Funding: None.

Contflict of Interest. The authors have no conflicts of
interest to disclose.

References

1. Kaneda Y, Takahashi K, Ozaki A, Tanimoto T. Global
vaccine equity: The G7's commitment and challenges.
GHM Open. 2023; 3:56-57.

2. de Bengy Puyvallée A, Storeng KT. COVAX, vaccine
donations and the politics of global vaccine inequity.
Global Health. 2022; 18:26.

3. Mainichi Shimbun. At least 77.83 million doses of
COVID-19 vaccine were discarded 2023. Attps.//mainichi.
Jp/articles/20230317/k00/00m/040/241000c (accessed
August 15, 2023). (in Japanese)

4.  Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare. Coronavirus
(COVID-19) 2023. https://www.mhlw.go.jp/stf/

(51

seisakunitsuite/bunya/0000164708 _00079.html (accessed
August 15, 2023).

5. Murayama H, Takagi Y, Tsuda H, Kato Y. Applying nudge
to public health policy: Practical examples and tips for
designing nudge interventions. Int J Environ Res Public
Health. 2023; 20:3962.

6. Oregon Health Authority. Strategies for Minimizing
Vaccine Waste 2021. https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/
PREVENTIONWELLNESS/VACCINESIMMUNIZATION/
IMMUNIZATIONPROVIDERRESOURCES/
COVIDDocuments/COVIDMinimizingVaccWaste.pdf
(accessed August 15, 2023).

7. NHK. How to deal with surplus corona vaccine? https://
www3.nhk.or.jp/news/html/20210502/k10013010111000.
html (accessed August 15, 2023). (in Japanese)

8. Hasija V, Patial S, Raizada P, Thakur S, Singh P, Hussain
CM. The environmental impact of mass coronavirus
vaccinations: A point of view on huge COVID-19 vaccine
waste across the globe during ongoing vaccine campaigns.
Sci Total Environ. 2022; 813:151881.

9. Kaneda Y, Ozaki A, Tanimoto T. Rethinking Japan’s
infallibility principle for a better pandemic response.
Cureus. 2023; 15:¢39270.

10. Danziger S, Levav J, Avnaim-Pesso L. Extraneous factors
in judicial decisions. Proc Natl Acad Sci U S A. 2011;
108:6889-6892.

Received August 15, 2023; Accepted November 17, 2023.

Released online in J-STAGE as advance publication November
24,2023.

*Address correspondence to:

Yudai Kaneda, School of Medicine, Hokkaido University,
Kital5, Nishi7, Kita-ku, Sapporo, Hokkaido 0608638, Japan.
E-mail: nature271828@gmail.com



