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Supporting people with learning disabilities to have flu 

vaccinations  

 

Background 

The Confidential Inquiry into the Deaths of People with Learning Disability (CIPOLD) 

found that respiratory problems were a major cause of death. The CIPOLD report 

recommended that people with learning disabilities should be identified as a high-risk 

group for inclusion in seasonal influenza vaccination programmes.  

 

Having reviewed the evidence, Public Health England’s Joint Committee on Vaccination and 

Immunisation updated their guidance on eligibility for the seasonal immunisation in the 

summer of 2014 to include specific reference to people with learning disabilities The 2014/15 

Public Health England Winter Flu Plan published that year asked GP practices and other 

immunisation providers to ‘prioritise the improvement of vaccine uptake’ among people with 

learning disabilities (among other groups).a From this point, people with learning disabilities 

were eligible for the immunisation free of charge.  

 

Data from GPs for the influenza season of 2014/15 showed 41% of people recorded 

by their GP as having a learning disability were immunised. Uptake varied greatly 

with age, rising from just above 20% in the youngest adult groups to around 80% in 

those aged over 65.  

 

In January 2015 Mencap surveyed 100 GP practices in England.b They found that 

73% said they did not provide free flu vaccinations for people with learning 

disabilities, as they were not in the clinical risk groups. Many surgeries suggested 

that anyone with learning disabilities wanting a flu vaccination should go to a 

 
a
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/500928/FluPlan2014_accessible
superseded.pdf 
b
 http://enablemagazine.co.uk/three-in-four-gp-practices-dont-offer-people-with-learning-disability-free-flu-jabs-

despite-new-government-guidance/ 
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pharmacy and pay for it. This lack of awareness of the new guidance was 

concerning, as it was reflected in the low uptake rates for flu vaccination by younger 

adults and children with learning disabilities.  

 

As there was some uncertainty about the eligibility of all people with learning 

disabilities during the 2014/15 winter, a second letter was sent out advising practices 

about this. Therefore this should not have been a factor in 2015/16 but coverage was 

not appreciably better except in the youngest age group. 

 

Reasonable Adjustments 

There is a legal obligation to put reasonable adjustments in place to ensure equal access to 

healthcare services for people with disabilities. This means that services should be making 

changes that help people with learning disabilities have a flu vaccination. These might be 

changes at a service level, for example sending out an easy-read leaflet about why it is 

important to have a flu vaccination. It might be changes at an individual level, for example 

offering a home visit to someone who finds attending the GP surgery difficult.  

 

All organisations that provide NHS or adult social care must now follow the accessible 

information standard by lawc. The standard aims to make sure that people who have a 

disability, impairment or sensory loss are provided with information that they can easily read 

or understand with support so they can communicate effectively with health and social care 

services. 

 

Examples of reasonable adjustments 

Many people with learning disabilities are anxious about needles but there are a lot of 

resources and approaches that can help them to tolerate injections or blood tests. There is 

more detailed advice, as well as good practice case studies, in our report Blood tests for 

people with learning disabilities: making reasonable adjustmentsd. This includes guidance 

on: 

 how to help someone to be prepared, for example desensitisation work 

 how to support the person to make an informed decision if they have capacity to 

do so, for example using accessible leaflets and videos 

 how to improve their experience, for example the use of topical applications to 

numb the skin prior to needle insertion 

 
c https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/accessibleinfo/  
d
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/646489/Blood_tests_for_people_
with_learning_disabilities.pdf  

https://www.england.nhs.uk/ourwork/accessibleinfo/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/646489/Blood_tests_for_people_with_learning_disabilities.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/646489/Blood_tests_for_people_with_learning_disabilities.pdf
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 how safe-holding and sedation can be used if other approaches such as 

desensitisation have failed and a best interests decision has been taken that this 

is warranted 

 

Nasal spray vaccine 

When someone with learning disabilities who is anxious about needles requires a blood test 

or an injection there should always be consideration of less invasive alternatives. This would 

include the use of the nasal spray flu vaccine.  

 

The live intranasal influenza vaccine is given as a single spray squirted up each nostril. This 

has the advantage of being needle-free and for children it is more effective than the injected 

flu vaccine. This is not licensed for adults, as there is evidence it may be less effective than 

the injected inactivated vaccine. However, guidance for healthcare workers says that 

medical practitioners can choose to use the nasal spray “off-label” and that this can be for 

“patients with learning difficulties who become seriously distressed with needles”.e PHE has 

agreed that the national stock of the nasal spray flu can be used for this purpose but it needs 

to be individually prescribed using a Patient Specific Direction (PSD). 

 

Resources 

The three tables that follow list all the information and resources we have found in 

relation to supporting people with learning disabilities to have flu vaccinations.  

  

 Table 1 lists guidance and policy about the current national flu immunisation 

programmef  

 Table 2 lists websites and resources that may be of use to professionals/family 

members and carers who want more information and resources  

 Table 3 lists the easy-read resources and films we have found. This is where you 

can find information to use with people with learning disabilities 

 

Some resources may be available from more than one site, but we have only given 

one link. We have only included resources that are free to download, although some 

of the websites may also include resources you can buy. 

 

 
 
e
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562091/Inactivated_flu_vaccine_
_Info_for_HCW.pdf 
f
 Flu plans change every year so we are only able to provide information about the plan for 2017/18 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562091/Inactivated_flu_vaccine__Info_for_HCW.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562091/Inactivated_flu_vaccine__Info_for_HCW.pdf
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Table 1: Policy and guidance about the national flu immunisation programme  

Theme Description Provider Link 

Flu Plan Winter 
2017/18 

The flu plan supports a 
co-ordinated and 
evidence-based 
approach to planning 
for the demands of flu 
across England 

PHE, DH and 
NHS England 

https://www.gov.uk/governme
nt/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/600532/ann
ual_flu_plan_2017to2018.pdf  

The national flu 
immunisation 
programme 
2017/18 

Detailed information 
about the 2017/18 
national flu 
immunisation 
programme 

PHE, DH and 
NHS England 

https://www.gov.uk/governme
nt/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/600880/ann
ual_flu__letter_2017to2018.p
df  

The National 
Influenza 
Immunisation 
Programme 
2017/18: 
Information for 
Health Care 
Practitioners 
about the use of 
the inactivated 
influenza vaccine 

Guidance for 
healthcare workers on 
the flu immunisation 
programme for 
2016/17. This includes 
advice on 
immunisation of 
people with learning 
disabilities and those 
with needle phobia 
(see page 16) 

PHE https://www.gov.uk/governme
nt/uploads/system/uploads/att
achment_data/file/562091/Ina
ctivated_flu_vaccine__Info_fo
r_HCW.pdf  

Patient Group 
and Patient 
Specific 
Directions 

This webpage has 
advice on the use of 
Patient Group 
Directions (PGDs) and 
Patient Specific 
Directions (PSDs) in 
general practice. 
There are links to 
further resources and 
the full guidance can 
be downloaded.   

BMA https://www.bma.org.uk/advic
e/employment/gp-
practices/service-
provision/prescribing/patient-
group-directions  

 

Table 2: Resources about flu immunisations for use by professionals/family 

members and carers 

Theme Description Provider Link 

Protecting 
children and 
young people 
with learning 
disabilities 

A one-page 
information sheet 
aimed at parents about 
the flu vaccination 

NHS England www.specialneedsjungle.com/
wp-
content/uploads/2014/12/Chil
dren-and-young-people-with-
learning-disabilities-flu-

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600532/annual_flu_plan_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600532/annual_flu_plan_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600532/annual_flu_plan_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600532/annual_flu_plan_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600880/annual_flu__letter_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600880/annual_flu__letter_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600880/annual_flu__letter_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600880/annual_flu__letter_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/600880/annual_flu__letter_2017to2018.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562091/Inactivated_flu_vaccine__Info_for_HCW.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562091/Inactivated_flu_vaccine__Info_for_HCW.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562091/Inactivated_flu_vaccine__Info_for_HCW.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562091/Inactivated_flu_vaccine__Info_for_HCW.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/562091/Inactivated_flu_vaccine__Info_for_HCW.pdf
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice/employment/gp-practices/service-provision/prescribing/patient-group-directions
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice/employment/gp-practices/service-provision/prescribing/patient-group-directions
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice/employment/gp-practices/service-provision/prescribing/patient-group-directions
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice/employment/gp-practices/service-provision/prescribing/patient-group-directions
https://www.bma.org.uk/advice/employment/gp-practices/service-provision/prescribing/patient-group-directions
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Children-and-young-people-with-learning-disabilities-flu-information-sheet-2.pdf
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Children-and-young-people-with-learning-disabilities-flu-information-sheet-2.pdf
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Children-and-young-people-with-learning-disabilities-flu-information-sheet-2.pdf
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Children-and-young-people-with-learning-disabilities-flu-information-sheet-2.pdf
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Children-and-young-people-with-learning-disabilities-flu-information-sheet-2.pdf
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Theme Description Provider Link 

against flu information-sheet-2.pdf  

Head teacher 
letter 

A letter to head 
teachers in special 
schools about 
promoting flu 
vaccinations 

NHS England www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/
Head_teacher_letter.pdf  

Parent letter A letter to parents of 
children in special 
schools promoting flu 
vaccinations 

NHS England www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/
Parent_letter.pdf  

Social care 
provider letter 

A letter to social care 
providers asking them 
to promote flu 
vaccinations for people 
with learning 
disabilities and support 
staff 

NHS England www.specialneedsjungle.com/
wp-
content/uploads/2014/12/Soci
al-care-provider-letter.pdf  

National flu 
programme 
training slide set 
for healthcare 
professionals 
2016 to 2017 
 

This slide pack has 
been developed for 
trainers and leaders of 
the national flu 
programme  

PHE www.gov.uk/government/publi
cations/national-flu-
programme-training-slide-set-
for-healthcare-professionals  

Patient Specific 
Direction 

A template to use for a 
Patient Specific 
Direction (a written 
instruction from a 
doctor or other 
independent prescriber 
for a medicine to be 
supplied or 
administered to a 
named patient) 

Wessex Local 
Medical 
Committees 

www.wessexlmcs.com/websit
efiles/download/505 

Flu vaccination: 
invitation letter 
template for at 
risk patients 
and their carers 

A template for GPs to 
invite patients at risk of 
flu, due to a medical 
condition or age, and 
their carers to have 
their annual flu vaccine 

PHE www.gov.uk/government/publi
cations/flu-vaccination-
invitation-letter-template-for-
at-risk-patients-and-their-
carers  

Preparation for 
health 
professional to 
be able to 
assess Mental 
Capacity to 
Consent to the 
Seasonal Flu 

This supports carers or 
relatives to make sure 
they take steps in 
advance to help the 
person with learning 
disabilities understand 
easy-read information 
about the flu 

Hertfordshire 
County Council 
Community 
Learning Disability 
Service – Health 
Liaison Team 

www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/
flu_jab_carers_preparation_fo
r_capacity_assessment.pdf  

http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Children-and-young-people-with-learning-disabilities-flu-information-sheet-2.pdf
http://www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/Head_teacher_letter.pdf
http://www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/Head_teacher_letter.pdf
http://www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/Parent_letter.pdf
http://www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/Parent_letter.pdf
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Social-care-provider-letter.pdf
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Social-care-provider-letter.pdf
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Social-care-provider-letter.pdf
http://www.specialneedsjungle.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/Social-care-provider-letter.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/554431/PHE_National_Flu_Programme_training_slideset_2016_17.ppt
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/554431/PHE_National_Flu_Programme_training_slideset_2016_17.ppt
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/554431/PHE_National_Flu_Programme_training_slideset_2016_17.ppt
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/554431/PHE_National_Flu_Programme_training_slideset_2016_17.ppt
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/554431/PHE_National_Flu_Programme_training_slideset_2016_17.ppt
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/554431/PHE_National_Flu_Programme_training_slideset_2016_17.ppt
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-flu-programme-training-slide-set-for-healthcare-professionals
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-flu-programme-training-slide-set-for-healthcare-professionals
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-flu-programme-training-slide-set-for-healthcare-professionals
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-flu-programme-training-slide-set-for-healthcare-professionals
http://www.wessexlmcs.com/websitefiles/download/505
http://www.wessexlmcs.com/websitefiles/download/505
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/flu-vaccination-invitation-letter-template-for-at-risk-patients-and-their-carers
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/flu-vaccination-invitation-letter-template-for-at-risk-patients-and-their-carers
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/flu-vaccination-invitation-letter-template-for-at-risk-patients-and-their-carers
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/flu-vaccination-invitation-letter-template-for-at-risk-patients-and-their-carers
http://www.gov.uk/government/publications/flu-vaccination-invitation-letter-template-for-at-risk-patients-and-their-carers
http://www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/flu_jab_carers_preparation_for_capacity_assessment.pdf
http://www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/flu_jab_carers_preparation_for_capacity_assessment.pdf
http://www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/flu_jab_carers_preparation_for_capacity_assessment.pdf
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Theme Description Provider Link 

Injection vaccination. It prompts 
people to think about 
any reasonable 
adjustments that may 
be needed and to 
contact the surgery to 
arrange these 

 

Table 3: Easy-read and accessible resources about the flu injection 

Theme Description Provider Link 

Easy-read flu 
injection letter 

An easy-read letter 
explaining about the flu 
vaccination and 
inviting someone to 
come to their GP 
surgery to have one 

Hertfordshire 
County Council 
Community 
Learning Disability 
Service – Health 
Liaison Team 

www.ndti.org.uk/uploads/files/
Flu_vaccination_invitation_lett
er.pdf  

Flu vaccination An easy-read leaflet 
about having the flu 
vaccination 

Cheshire & Wirral 
Partnership Trust 
NHS 

www.apictureofhealth.southw
est.nhs.uk/wp-
content/uploads/primary-
care/treatments-
procedures/flu_vaccination.pd
f  

All about flu and 
how to stop 
getting it 

An easy-ready leaflet 
telling people what flu 
is and how to get a flu 
vaccination 

Public Health 
England 

www.gov.uk/government/uplo
ads/system/uploads/attachme
nt_data/file/637939/PHE_Flu_
easy_read_adult_flu_leaflet.p
df  

All about flu and 
how to stop 
getting it 

An easy-ready leaflet 
for children about flu is 
and about having the 
nasal spray 

Public Health 
England 

www.gov.uk/government/uplo
ads/system/uploads/attachme
nt_data/file/614564/Easy_rea
d_childhood_nasal_flu_leaflet.
pdf  

The flu jab for 
people with 
learning 
disabilities 

A short film about 
someone with learning 
disabilities having their 
flu vaccination 

NHS England www.youtube.com/watch?v=T
YgH181Xijs  
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