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Influenza

What is influenza (the flu)?

Influenza, commonly called “theflu,” is caused by the
influenzavirus, which infectstherespiratory tract (nose,
throat, lungs). Thefluusudly spreadsfrom personto person
when aninfected person coughs, sneezes, or talksand the
virusissentintotheair. Thefluismorelikely than other
vira respiratory infections, such asthe common cold, to
causesevereillnessand life-threatening complications.

What are the symptoms of the flu?
Influenzaisarespiratory illness. Symptomsof fluinclude
fever, headache, extremetiredness, dry cough, sorethroat,
runny nose, and muscleaches. Children can haveadditiond
gastrointestina symptoms, such asnausea, vomiting, and
diarrhea, but these symptoms are uncommon in adults.
Although the term “stomach flu” is sometimes used to
describevomiting, nauses, or diarrhea, theseillnessesare
caused by certain other viruses, bacteria, or possibly
parasites, and arerardly related to influenza.

Does the flu have complications?

Yes. Some of the complications caused by flu include
predispositionto bacterial pneumonia, dehydration, and
worsening of chronic medica conditions, such ascongetive
heart failure, asthma, or diabetes. Children may get sinus
problemsand ear infectionsascomplicationsalso. Those
aged 65 years and older and persons of any age with
chronic medical conditionsareat highest risk for serious
complicationsof flu.

How do | find out if | have the flu?

Itisvery difficult to distinguish theflu from other vird or
bacterial causes of respiratory illnesses on the basis of
symptomsaone. A test can confirmthat anilinessisinfluenza
if thepatient istested withinthefirst twoto threedaysafter
symptomsbegin. In addition, adoctor’sexamination may

be needed to determine whether a person has a
complication of influenza

How soon will | get sick if | am exposed to the
flu?

The time from when a person is exposed to flu virusto
when symptoms begin isabout oneto four days, with an
average of about two days.

How long is someone who has the flu
contagious?

Persons are infectious usually from one day prior to
becoming sick to about 5 days after they first develop
symptoms. Children may be contagiouslonger, and some
areinfectiousfor 6 daysafter they becomeuill.

What can I do to protect myself against the flu?
By far, thesinglebest way to prevent thefluisfor individuas,
epecidly personsat highrisk for seriouscomplicationsfrom
theflu, to get thefluvaccineeach fdl. Twotypesof influenza
vaccinearenow available. Inactivated (killed) flu vaccine,
or the“flushot,” hasbeen used for many years. Thesecond
vaccineisaliveintranasd fluvaccine (FHuMistl) licensed
in2003. FHuMist isonly approved for healthy persons5
to 49 yearsof age, and should not be used for those at risk
for complicationsfrominfluenza

Can the flu shot give you the flu?

No. Thelicensed injectableflu vaccine used in the United
States, whichismadefrominactivated or killed flu viruses,
cannot causetheflu and doesnot causefluiliness.

Who should get a flu shot?

The Centersfor Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
recommendsthat personswho are at risk for developing
seriouscomplicationsfromtheflurecaevethevaccine These
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include people 65 yearsold or older; children aged 6 to 23
months; adults and children with any chronic health
condition, such asheart disease, diabetes, kidney disease,
asthma, cancer, HIV/AIDS; or any woman morethan 3
months pregnant during the flu season. It is also
recommended for household contacts or caregivers of
someone at high risk, health care workers, and healthy
people50-64 years of age. Dueto current limited vaccine
stock, the New Hampshire Department of Health and
Human Services recommends that health care provider
prioritize administration of the vaccineto those at highest
risk for complicationsfromflu.

Does the flu shot really work?

Whenthevirusesinthevaccineand circulating virusesare
similar, thefluvaccineisvery effective. However, people
who have gotten aflu vaccination may then get sick froma
different virusthat causesrespiratory illnessbut ismistaken
for flu; flu vaccine only preventsillness caused by the
influenzavirus. In addition, protection fromthevaccineis
not 100%. Studiesof hedthy young adults have shown flu
vaccineto beup to 90% effectivein preventing theflu. In
the elderly and those with certain long-term medical
conditions, theflu shot isoften lesseffectivein preventing
illness. However, intheelderly, fluvaccineisvery effective
inreducing hospitdizationsand desth from flu-rel ated causes.

Can antiviral drugs cure the flu?

When started within thefirst two days of illness, they can
reducetheduration of the disease but cannot cureit outright.
All antiviral drugs must be prescribed by adoctor. These
drugs are effective against flu viruses, but they are not
effective against other viruses or bacteriathat can cause
symptomssimilar toinfluenza Thesedrugsarenot effective
for treating bacterial infections that can occur as
complicationsof influenza

What else can | do to help prevent the spread
of the flu?

In additionto getting theflu vaccine, there are other things
you cando. Theseinclude: 1) stay away from personswho
aresick, or if you aresick, stay homefromwork, school or
social activities; 2) cover your nose and mouth when
coughing or sneezing; 3) wash your handsfrequently and
thoroughly with soap and hot water, or use a cohol-based
hand gel; and 4) properly dispose of used tissues.

When is the flu season in the United States?
Inthe United States, the peak of flu season usually occurs
anywherefrom late December through March. Thehedth
impact (infectionsand deaths) of aflu season variesfrom
year to year. The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention monitorscirculating fluvirusesand their related
disease activity and providesinfluenzareports each week
from October through May. Influenzaisa so monitoredin
New Hampshireby reportsfrom hedth careproviders, long-
term carefacilities, and schools, and by reportsof flu culture
test resultsfrom the Public Health Laboratories.

Do | have to get the flu vaccine every year?
Those who are in the recommended groups to get the
vaccine need to get it every year. The flu viruses are
condantly changing. Generdly, new influenzagtransdirculae
every flu season, so thevaccineischanged every year.

How many people get sick or die from the flu
each year?

Each flu season is unique, but it is estimated that
approximately 10% to 20% of U.S. residents get theflu,
and an average of 114,000 personsare hospitalized for flu-
related complications. About 36,000 Americans die on
average per year from the complicationsof flu.

Do other respiratory viruses circulate during the
flu season?

Inadditiontothefluvirus, severa other respiratory viruses
also can circulate during the flu season and can cause
symptomsandillnesssmilar tothose seenwith fluinfection.
These non-flu virusesincluderhinovirus (one cause of the
“commoncold”) andrespiratory syncytid virus(RSV), which
Isthe most common cause of severerespiratory illnessin
young children aswell asaleading cause of death from
respiratory illnessinthose aged 65 yearsand ol der.

For information about receiving theinfluenzavaccination or about
thevaccineitsdlf, contact the New Hampshire Immunization Program
at 800-852-3345 x4482. For specific concerns about influenza, call
the New Hampshire Department of Health and Human Services,
Bureau of Communicable Disease Control at 603-271-4496 or 800-
852-3345 x4496. For further information, refer to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention website at www.cdc.gov or the
New Hampshire Department of Health and Humans Serviceswebsite
at www.dhhs.state.nh.us.
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