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Letter to the Editor

Money for a vaccine? Pay incentives as a solution to increase
vaccination rates during the COVID-19 pandemic

The fight against coronavirus cannot be solved in one single
country. This is a global problem. It can only be solved together
and everywhere. Vaccination against COVID-19 is one of the
most effective, affordable, and cost-effective ways to protect the
population from COVID-19 disease and its complications. We pro-
pose a potential solution at the present time to increase the num-
ber of people vaccinated. Specifically, we report an example from
Russia.

Mass vaccination in Russia started in December 2020, however,
due to various circumstances; the authorities are constantly look-
ing for new mechanisms to stimulate citizens to vaccinate.

By November 2021, only 33% of the population in Russia was
vaccinated, according to the RBC (RosBiznesConsulting). The reason
for this is the reluctance of the population to get vaccinated. The
level of herd immunity is estimated by the authorities at 49%, but
to stabilize the situation with the coronavirus, it should be
90-95%.!

An urgent need was to educate citizens about the need for vacci-
nation to overcome conservatism and fear of vaccination.

The authorities want to stimulate citizens by introducing
mandatory QR codes for intercity transport, cafes, and non-food
stores. One of the incentives is economic.

Thus, Moscow will continue to stimulate the vaccination of the
population. The authorities plan to return to the practice of drawing
valuable prizes among those who were vaccinated. This experience
has already shown good results and aroused the interest of the pop-
ulation because not only cash prizes were raffled off but even apart-
ments, as pointed out by the Mayor of Moscow.?

In Russia, the authorities concluded that the best way to
encourage people to participate in the coronavirus vaccination is
through financial incentives. The authorities decided to start by
encouraging the elderly.

In older citizens, the disease can proceed with significant com-
plications and lead to death. In Moscow, older citizens are encour-
aged to vaccinate. From October 12, Muscovites older than 65 years
who have been vaccinated against COVID-19 will be able to choose
in what form to receive an incentive—in the form of a gift set or a
payment in the amount of 10 thousand rubles, in accordance with
the order of the mayor of the city.

The program of financial incentives for the elderly to vaccinate
began on 23 June. Gifts are awarded to those who will be vaccinated
with the first component before December 31 and then fully com-
plete the vaccination. Gift sets, which include medical devices and
hygiene products, have already been given out to 240 thousand
vaccinated pensioners.” In the regions of Russia, measures are
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also being taken, such as one-time cash payments after vaccina-
tions to pensioners older than 60 years.

In addition, the Russian Ministry of Health proposes to stimulate
the physicians involved in vaccination with cash payments. To
maintain high rates of vaccination, as well as to motivate health
workers to conduct outreach work among citizens, it is proposed
to provide material incentives for health workers involved in the
vaccination of the population as support measures.*

Current research does not provide a clear answer regarding the
use of pay incentives to increase vaccination rates. Previous exper-
imental research has shown that pay incentives do not always in-
crease vaccination interest.” However, it is critical to inquire as to
the nature of the reward. In the experiment's case, the maximum
reward was €200, it was in Germany, and it was not focused on
pensioners.® It is currently available in Moscow for 10,000 rubles,
or about €120, which is a lower amount but significantly higher
for Russian pensioners in relation to their pensions. The average
pension in Russia is about €190,” whereas in Germany it is about
€900.% Unfortunately, we do not yet have precise data on how
many Moscow pensioners have been motivated to vaccinate as a
result of the newly established financial incentive. All we know is
that in the last two months, approximately 800,000 people in Mos-
cow have been vaccinated for the first time.® Unfortunately, no in-
formation on the age profile is available at this time.

Rewarding vaccination raises several ethical concerns, which
were raised by many academics and experts when the scheme
was first discussed and implemented in countries.” Most of the
world's economies were forced to go into lockdown for at least
part of last year and this year, at a significant cost. Unfortunately,
many countries are failing to achieve herd immunity, and solutions
are being sought to address this issue. Some countries are even talk-
ing about and implementing mandatory vaccination, which is
causing a lot of controversies because opponents of mandatory
vaccination claim it restricts their freedom and rights.

We believe that focusing on rewarding the older population,
which is the most affected by the COVID-19, with a significant
one-time financial reward, such as one full month's worth of
pension, will generate enough interest that many countries will
achieve herd immunity and, as a result, the economy will save finan-
cial resources by implementing this measure. The lockdown cost
countries a huge amount of resources and significantly increased
the debt in many of them. Furthermore, retired people are frequently
in a position where they do not have much money to spare, and the
money invested in them will go back into the economy. We therefore
eagerly await any credible data from Moscow on the success of the
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financial incentive in this city, to assess whether offering a substan-
tial sum for pensioners can avoid the next wave and return to
normalcy in many countries. We believe that focusing only on pen-
sioners with financial incentives is the right strategy to use in the
countries where herd immunity has not yet been achieved.
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