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The number that matters in the COVID
pandemic is a relative one: Vaccine inequity

November 15 2021, by Timothy A. Carey
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Numbers are extremely useful for succinctly conveying important
information. Of course, all quantification, including statistics, has its
limitations but it also has valuable advantages. The key is to make sure
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that the most relevant numbers are being used and prioritized
appropriately.

It 1s straightforward to obtain statistics about the percentage of people
vaccinated in any particular country or region as well as the number of
deaths or tests there have been. US president Joe Biden reports being

proud at having donated nearly 140 million vaccines to over 90 countries

What matters most, though, is not the absolute number of vaccines that
have been distributed or how countries are positioned on the global
vaccination league ladder. It is the number of vaccines relative to need
that have been made available and the number of vaccinations in the
most vaccinated country relative to the number of vaccinations in the
least vaccinated country.

The COVID war will be won or lost on the equity battlefield. And equity
1s a relative, not an absolute, matter.

Income inequity is a great illustration of the importance of relativity
when inequity is being considered. Income inequity, for example, is not
about the total wealth of a nation, but how that wealth is distributed. It is
about the gap between those with the most and those with the least. The
Gini coefficient is a metric from economics that represents the income
inequality in a nation or region. Gini ranges from O (perfect equality;
everyone has the same income) to 1 (perfect inequality; one person has
all the income). Like any metric, the Gini coefficient has its limitations.
But it's able to provide some information about the haves and the have-
nots with regard to income in a particular jurisdiction.

As with income inequity, it is the gap that needs to be the primary focus
of the COVID war. It is of very little comfort, for example, that Canada
has a total vaccination rate per 100 people of 155.67 while Tanzania has
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https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/speeches-remarks/2021/09/09/remarks-by-president-biden-on-fighting-the-COVID-19-pandemic-3/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/inequity/
https://corporatefinanceinstitute.com/resources/knowledge/economics/gini-coefficient/
https://www.palgrave.com/gp/book/9783030680527
https://ourworldindata.org/COVID-cases
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a rate of 1.63. Nobody will be safe from COVID while vaccine inequity
gaps of this magnitude exist. Where vaccine rates are low, the virus can
continue to spread and proliferate. This increases the risk of more deadly
and contagious variants appearing.

This is why the world needs something like a Gini coefficient to measure
vaccine inequity. It can help identify the best places to direct efforts for
the most prudent use of limited resources to ensure the global
community has the vaccination coverage it needs to control COVID.

Illustrating the gap

In September 2021, I collected data on the total vaccinations per 100
people for 10 of the 44 countries of Europe and 12 of the 54 countries
of Africa. I wanted to illustrate the value that a coefficient quantifying
the gap might bring to our global deliberations. The countries were
selected randomly. The slight difference in the number of countries
selected was to keep the proportions approximately the same.

The data were illuminating and instructive.

The range for the European countries was from 32.49 total vaccinations
per 100 people (Bosnia and Herzegovina) to 149.46 total vaccinations
per 100 people (Spain). The median for these European representatives
was 78.585 total vaccinations per 100 people.

For Africa, the range was from 0.57 total vaccinations per 100 people
(Tanzania) to 150.04 total vaccinations per 100 people (Seychelles). The
Seychelles is a spectacular outlier. The next highest African country had
26.34 total vaccinations per 100 people (Equatorial Guinea).

There are, no doubt, more sophisticated ways of quantifying a global
vaccine disparity with a single metric. But it is a metric such as this that
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https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/donate-doses-now?gclid=Cj0KCQiA-K2MBhC-ARIsAMtLKRtxs1u0LPmay1ADdStuqgsXyKT1qm0E4NWzqeTig_0EldoDvIGWxSQaAs4cEALw_wcB
https://www.unicef.org/coronavirus/donate-doses-now?gclid=Cj0KCQiA-K2MBhC-ARIsAMtLKRtxs1u0LPmay1ADdStuqgsXyKT1qm0E4NWzqeTig_0EldoDvIGWxSQaAs4cEALw_wcB
https://ourworldindata.org/COVID-cases
https://ourworldindata.org/COVID-cases
https://www.worldometers.info/geography/how-many-countries-in-europe/#:~:text=There%20are%2044%20countries%20in,according%20to%20the%20United%20Nations.
https://www.worldometers.info/geography/how-many-countries-in-africa/
https://www.worldometers.info/geography/how-many-countries-in-africa/
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needs to be front and center of the COVID battle strategy. Other metrics
will then be helpful in a supplementary way, to identify where resources
need to be concentrated to shift the gap metric in the direction we want.

The effectiveness of vaccination as a public health strategy will continue
to be compromised while large numbers of the global community remain
unvaccinated. The WHO strongly recommends that people "take up their
offer of a vaccine when their turn comes". Unfortunately, too few
people's turns are coming up fast enough. A ponderous approach to
organizing and arranging vaccine distribution is no match for SARS-
CoV-2 and its rapidly expanding band of variants.

So, while the citizens of countries like Spain and the Seychelles might
feel some comfort about the vaccination rates in their countries, it 1s a
comfort of exquisite fragility while the current enormous disparity
exists. A gap metric that represents the disparity might provide a more
sobering message that could add extra incentive to overcome global
inequity inertia.

A metric such as this might not be particularly complex. In previous
research, I created an "efficiency coefficient" in psychotherapy research
to complement the voluminous effectiveness metrification that occurs.
The efficiency coefficient was simply the ratio of effect size to average
number of sessions. In principle, it should be relatively straightforward
to create an analog of the Gini Coefficient that quantifies vaccine
inequity from O (every region or country has their entire eligible
population vaccinated) to 1 (1 region or country has their entire eligible
population vaccinated and every other country or region has none of
their eligible population vaccinated).

The most important war might not be with COVID at all. Perhaps the
greatest conflict is coming to terms with the fact that when some

stockpile valuable resources to the detriment of others, everyone loses.
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https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/pages/news/news/2021/05/q-and-a-COVID-19-variants-and-what-they-mean-for-countries-and-individuals
https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/pages/news/news/2021/05/q-and-a-COVID-19-variants-and-what-they-mean-for-countries-and-individuals
https://www.euro.who.int/en/health-topics/health-emergencies/pages/news/news/2021/05/q-and-a-COVID-19-variants-and-what-they-mean-for-countries-and-individuals
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2013-45032-006
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2013-45032-006
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The number to monitor is the vaccine inequity gap.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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