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What it will take to vaccinate the world against COVID-19

Within just a few months, pharmaceutical firms have produced hundreds of millions of doses of
COVID-19 vaccine. But the world needs billions — and as fast as possible. Companies say they
could make enough vaccines to immunize most of the world’s population by the end of 2021. But
this doesn’t take into account politically based delays in distribution, such as countries imposing
export controls — or that the overwhelming majority of doses are going to wealthier countries.
This situation is fuelling a campaign to temporarily waive intellectual-property rights so that
manufacturers in poorer countries can make the vaccines more quickly themselves.

How many vaccines can the world make this year?

The pharmaceutical industry, in common with many industrial sectors, does not reveal its
production capacity, says Rasmus Bech Hansen, chief executive of Airfinity, a London-based
analytics company that compiles data on the industry. But vaccine growth is likely to be
“exponential” in the coming months, he predicts.

Some 413 million COVID-19 vaccine doses had been produced by the beginning of March,
according to Airfinity data. The company projects that this will rise to 9.5 billion doses by the end
of 2021. A larger figure was published last week in an analysis from the Global Health Innovation
Center at Duke University in Durham, North Carolina. The centre’s researchers aggregated
publicly announced forecasts from vaccine makers, which add up to around 12 billion doses by
the end of the year.

However, Andrea Taylor, who led the research at Duke University, says these numbers are more
likely to be reached by the end of 2022. “Supply chains could break down and countries could
threaten to block vaccine exports,” she says — as is already happening, with India and the
European Union having announced restrictions on vaccine exports.
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COVID Has Put the World at Risk of Prolonged Grief
Disorder

The deaths of more than 586,000 people in the U.S. from COVID since the spring of
2020 have left many millions grieving. A sizable number of these bereaved individuals
will find their anguish lasts an unusually long time, does not diminish and renders their
life almost unbearable, mental health specialists say.

People who sufferer this intense bereavement are frequently unable to keep their job,
leave their home or care for other loved ones. Even those who are able to navigate some
of everyday life describe their agonized existence as just waiting to die. Their continued
high level of stress can damage the body, increasing inflammation and risks for
associated illnesses such as heart disease.
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This condition, a psychiatric state called prolonged grief disorder, typically lasts for many
months after a loss—one year in the U.S. or six months per international criteria. The
condition is much worse than normal grieving, says Katherine Shear, a psychiatrist at the
Columbia University School of Social Work and founder of the Center for Complicated
Grief. And the isolation surrounding so many pandemic deaths likely makes people more
vulnerable to it. “There are so many aspects of the pandemic that are going to be risk
factors for people having a hard time adapting to these losses,” Shear says.
ADVERTISEMENT

The number of people with prolonged grief in the near future and beyond could be
substantial. A July 2020 study published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of
Sciences USA estimated that each U.S. COVID death leaves, on average, approximately
nine close relatives bereaved. If 5 to 10 percent of the bereaved group develops this
disorder—which is the standard rate under normal circumstances—this could put the
prevalence of prolonged grief at an additional quarter of a million to half a million cases
in the coming year. Other data hint the toll could be much higher. A March 2021 poll
from the Associated Press—NORC (AP-NORC) Center for Public Affairs Research found
that about 20 percent of people surveyed in the U.S. had lost a relative or close friend to
COVID. That means a potential bereaved population of about 65 million, and it could
push numbers of new prolonged grief cases into the millions.

Because COVID deaths have disproportionately occurred among low-income
communities and people of color, prolonged grief will likely have an outsized effect on
those populations, Shear and other therapists say. What is especially worrisome is that
these communities, and the U.S. in general, do not have sufficient mental health
resources—therapists and facilities—to address a problem of this magnitude. “If we don't
find ways to bring attention to the emotional suffering that people are coping with right
now, it will turn into more serious problems,” says Vickie Mays, a professor of health
policy and management at the University of California, Los Angeles, Fielding School of
Public Health.

A WOUND THAT TIME WILL NOT HEAL

Grief can be terrible. Most people, however, eventually integrate their loss and find a way
forward, even as they continue to mourn their loved ones. Mary-Frances O’Connor, a
clinical psychologist at the University of Arizona specializing in grief and its physiological
impacts, likens this process to healing a broken leg: For the majority of people, rest and a
cast will allow it to return to normal. Yet for a subset, a complication will arise—an
infection or secondary trauma to the area—that prevents it from healing properly without
more intensive intervention. In bereavement, those are the people with prolonged grief.

O’Connor describes one patient she worked with who lost her job because she could not
get through standard work conversations without breaking down in tears for months on
end. Another patient felt it would be meaningless to have religious celebrations for her
children after losing her mother. “These types of complications really do impact daily
functioning for people,” O’Connor says.

The health implications of the disorder can be serious. It can

exacerbate suicidality and substance misuse. It is also linked to systemic damage to the
body. O'Connor found that people experiencing grief have higher levels of inflammation,
particularly the cytokine interleukin-6, which has been linked to increased risk

of cardiovascular disease and greater susceptibility to infections. O’Connor notes that
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long-term psychological and social distress leads to a harmful “weathering” in the body, a
well-established state of prolonged biological stress that predisposes people to greater
disease risk and earlier health decline.

ADVERTISEMENT

There are already signs that the pandemic is creating higher levels of serious grieving
disorders, says psychologist Robert Neimeyer, director of the Portland Institute for Loss
and Transition in Oregon and an author of several books on grief therapy. He sees
“worrisome signals” that there will be a higher incidence of prolonged grief. Research
published earlier this year in the journal Globalization and Health found signs

of prolonged grief in nearly 38 percent of pandemic-bereaved individuals from China.
That number is more than triple the typical rate, Neimeyer notes.

Researchers say there are many aspects of the pandemic that are likely to increase the
risk of the disorder. One cause may be the circumstances surrounding most COVID
deaths. “There’s a lot of trauma associated with [a coronavirus] loss,” Shear says.
Whether these deaths occur in a hospital or at home, people are struggling to breathe,
and the patient is usually isolated because of infection concerns. “It’s happening kind of
randomly and quickly and dramatically, and people are suffering a great deal,” she adds.
“They’re not peaceful deaths by any means. And they’re also occurring alone.”

The lack of contact with a loved one before or during death can add to the likelihood the
bereaved will ruminate on alternative outcomes, preventing them from accepting the
reality of the loss. O’Connor says that relatives often wonder, ““What if I had done this?
What if the doctor had done that?’ There are an infinite number of things that could have
happened, and that rumination process seems to get in the way of returning to a
meaningful life.” Previous research has found that meaningful communication with a
loved one before their death reduces the risk of survivors developing persistent issues
with grief later on. But this often has not been possible in person, or at all, with those
who died from COVID.
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