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Background
    
      The authorization of the first COVID-19 vaccines in December 
2020 introduced the need for efficient and equitable vaccine 
dissemination on an unprecedented scale. 
     Community-university partnerships have historically offered 
one model for social service delivery to local communities through 
stakeholder alignment and resource coordination. 
     Stanford Vax Crew is a team of healthcare students, 
undergraduates, and physicians that has operated since 2001 to 
provide free influenza vaccines in medically underserved 
communities throughout California in partnership with 
community-based organizations (CBOs), including the United 
Farm Workers (UFW), the nation’s first and largest farm workers’ 
union. 
     Together, Stanford Vax Crew, the UFW, and other partners 
reimagined their existing infrastructure to enable rapid COVID-19 
vaccine distribution to vulnerable communities. This case study 
provides one example of how universities and CBOs can 
build long-term partnerships that can be adapted and scaled 
during public health emergencies.

The Stanford Vax Crew Collaborative
Stanford Vax Crew was founded in 2001 to increase access to vaccines in California. In its first year, Vax Crew administered 20 
free influenza vaccines to farmworkers in the Salinas Valley. Since then, the operation has expanded greatly and in the past 22  

Objectives/Aims
This case study seeks to:

● Describe the partnerships and interventions utilized by 
Stanford Vax Crew to advance vaccine equity;

● Explore themes that enabled Vax Crew to rapidly scale up 
its operations in response to the COVID-19 pandemic; 

● Provide recommendations for future community-university 
partnerships.

Recommendations
Promoting strategic community-university partnerships is in the 
interest of government public health agencies, academic 
institutions, and CBOs. 

Limitations of Community-University Partnerships 
● Community-university partnerships can supplement, but 

shouldn’t replace, the role of the public sector in ensuring 
access to healthcare for all people. 

● Stanford Vax Crew has limitations due to its reliance on 
medical students in their pre-clerkship years, who phase out 
as they progress through the curriculum. Stanford Vax Crew 
has implemented strategies to facilitate knowledge transfer 
by holding transition meetings at the start of the year and 
documenting institutional knowledge.

Future Directions
While community-university partnerships are not the ultimate 
solution to the larger structural issues that underlie the inequities of 
the healthcare system, they do offer a meaningful way to 
respond to public health emergencies and build trust between 
public health institutions and communities. This collaborative 
provides one model for community-university partnerships seeking 
to adapt and respond to evolving public health priorities. Moving 
forward, the Vax Crew Collaborative will continue to evolve in 
response to new health needs presented by communities and 
federal and state policies that determine access to vaccines.

Images 1 & 2. Members of Stanford Vax Crew at 
influenza and COVID-19 vaccine clinics. 

Results & Discussion
Results: Stanford Vax Crew expanded its operations, both in terms of the number of clinics and the workflow utilized at 
events, from 2018 to 2022 in order to respond to new community needs presented by the COVID-19 pandemic.

Discussion: Factors that contributed to the Vax Crew Collaborative’s COVID-19 response. 

years, Vax Crew has administered over 80,000 free vaccines in 15 
California counties. To organize its university operations, Flu Crew utilizes a 
three-pronged leadership approach that consists of medical faculty supervisors, 
a healthcare student leadership team, and an undergraduate leadership team 
(Figure 1).

Stanford Vax Crew has built a network of 30+ community partners. Community 
partners include Monterey Mushrooms, the United Farmworkers Foundation, the 
Archdiocese of San Jose, the YMCA, and the Salvation Army among many others. 
These generous organizations encourage vaccination among their constituents, and 
host on-site Stanford Vax Crew clinics. In response to the pandemic, these partnerships 
served as the foundation for the organization’s growth. Vaccination events are 
coordinated by all stakeholders and are often followed by debriefs on ways to improve 
future events (Figure 2).

Observation 1: Prior decades spent developing vaccination 
infrastructure and fostering trusting partnerships during 
non-emergencies provided strong operational and relational 
foundations that could be rapidly adapted and scaled-up.
Observation 2: Clear alignment of goals, where both student 
volunteers and community-based partners benefited, enabled 
stakeholders to overcome historically distinct incentive 
structures.
Observation 3: A commitment to providing and sharing 
resources equitably among partners structured horizontal 
collaboration where all stakeholders were necessary and 
involved.
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