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Save yourself: Take these steps to stay healthy
Last year’s flu season was one of the longest in recent years, lasting from 
November to March. While summertime flu activity was low, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) expects things to pick up this fall.

It’s not pleasant to think about cold and flu germs being near, but the reality 
is that viruses hover in the air and linger on surfaces.

The most common way to catch a cold or the flu is through germs floating 
through the air or close personal contact with an infected person. To reduce 
your chances of becoming ill:

Wash your hands often with soap and water, scrubbing for at least 20 seconds. If 
soap and water aren’t available, use an alcohol-based sanitizer.

Clean and disinfect commonly used surfaces. Wipe down doorknobs, computer 
keyboards, and remote controls.

Avoid close contact with people who are sick. The flu mainly spreads through tiny 
droplets created when a person with the flu coughs, sneezes, or talks.

Don’t touch your eyes, nose, or mouth. A virus can enter your body this way after 
you touch an infected surface or shake hands with someone who is sick.

Get a flu shot. It’s the best way to prevent the flu and makes your illness milder if 
you do get sick.

Save others: Stop the spread of viruses
If you come down with a cold or the flu, do others a favor and:

Limit contact. A person with the flu can spread it to others who are up to about 6 
feet away.

Move away from others when you cough or sneeze.

Cover your nose and mouth with a tissue when you cough or sneeze. Another 
option is to sneeze into your upper shirt sleeve, completely covering your mouth 
and nose.

Avoid hugging, kissing, and shaking hands. 

Stay home if you have a fever (except to get medical care, or other necessities) 
for at least 24 hours after the fever is gone. It should be gone without the use of a 
fever-reducing medicine.

Why is winter  
cold and flu season?
Scientists learn more about cold and flu 
viruses every day, but still aren’t sure why 
they usually make us sick in winter. 

One theory is that we tend to be inside 
with other people more in winter and the 
virus spreads in confined spaces. 

Supporting this theory is the fact that flu 
season usually starts a few weeks after 
the school year begins. Children are 
infected at school, bring the virus home 
and infect their parents, who in turn infect 
coworkers.

Questions remain, however, about 
how the virus gets to school in the first 
place, and how to explain simultaneous 
outbreaks in different areas.

Another popular theory is that winter 
weather wears down the body’s defenses 
against infection. With winter’s limited 
sunshine, we don’t get as much Vitamin D 
to power our immune system. 

Also, when we breathe in cold air, the 
blood vessels in our nose constrict and 
keep germ-fighting white blood cells from 
reaching our mucus membranes and 
killing viruses.

After looking at climate and health 
records, experts at Columbia University 
found humidity may also play a role.

Scientists theorize that droplets in the air 
containing the flu virus remain large and 
drop to the floor when air is moist, but 
break into tiny pieces that can stay in the 
air for hours or days when the air is dry.

Whatever the reason, medical 
professionals stress that flu shots and 
good personal hygiene are great ways to 
keep viruses from spreading.
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Remembering the 1918 flu pandemic
This year marks the 100th anniversary of the 1918 flu pandemic, which killed an 
estimated 675,000 Americans and at least 50 million people worldwide. Sometimes 
called the Spanish flu, about one-third of the world’s population was infected by the 
1918 pandemic – a frightening statistic that begs the question, could it happen again?

Pandemic vs. seasonal flu
To understand the modern-day risk of a flu pandemic, it’s critical to understand what a 
pandemic is, compared to a typical flu season. 

A flu pandemic is a global outbreak of a new flu virus – one that is 
significantly different in make-up from the most recently circulating 
seasonal flu viruses. Because it is new, few people have immunity to 
a pandemic flu virus so it easily infects people and spreads quickly 
from person to person in an effective and continuous manner. 

Can it happen again? 
The short answer to that question is YES, because it already has. 
There have been three influenza pandemics since 1918, in 1957, 
1968, and 2009.

What made the 1918 event so much more severe than more 
recent influenza pandemics was that in 1918, scientists had not 
yet discovered viruses, so they couldn’t determine the cause of the 
influenza. There were also no systems in place to monitor influenza 
activity. 

In early 1918, influenza was not a reportable disease, but by the fall 
of that year, many cities around the world had established systems 
to monitor influenza activity. Today, we have a global influenza 
surveillance system to monitor influenza activity. We also have more 
efficient ways to quickly 
share information about 
influenza viruses with global 
partners.

Five facts about the flu vaccine 
The influenza virus was first discovered 
in the early 1930s and scientists had a 
working flu vaccine by the 1940s.

Dr. Thomas Francis Jr. and Dr. Jonas 
Salk, who are more famously known for 
developing a vaccine for polio, were both 
integral in developing the flu vaccine.

Soldiers fighting in World War II were the 
first to receive the flu vaccine when it was 
approved for military use in 1945. Civilian 
use was approved the following year.

It takes about two weeks 
after you get a flu shot for 
your body to build immunity.

Some people experience 
side effects like headache, 
fever, and nausea after 
getting vaccinated, but it’s not 
possible to contract the influenza virus from 
the shot, according to the CDC.

Next month:
Stress Relief

By the numbers
Each year the flu:

• Results in between 
9.2 and 35.6 
million illnesses

• Brings between 140,000 and 
710,000 hospitalizations

• Causes between 12,000 and 
56,000 deaths

Source: Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention
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Which is it? Cold and flu have similar symptoms
The signs of a cold or the flu are so similar that it can be difficult 
to tell which one is the culprit when you’re feeling rotten.

Both can result in a runny nose, sneezing, cough, and body 
aches, but there are a few differences.

If it’s a cold …
Cold symptoms usually 
appear gradually and are 
milder than flu symptoms.

The first signs of a cold 
are usually a sore throat 
and runny nose. They’re 
followed by coughing and 
sneezing. 

A person usually feels 
better in seven to 10 days.

If it’s the flu …
The flu typically comes on suddenly and has 
severe symptoms. A fever is more common with the 
flu than with a cold, as are chills and a headache. 

In addition, the flu usually brings fatigue and aches.

Most people recover from the flu in a few days 
to a few weeks, but it can cause sinus and ear 
infections and more serious complications. These 
include heart or brain inflammation, respiratory or 
kidney failure, or a respiratory tract infection that 
can lead to sepsis, a life-threatening condition.

In either case …
If you get a cold or the flu, rest and stay hydrated. Over-the-counter medications 
can help relieve symptoms.

ISSN 2151-8181


