
Five steps (x2) to fighting viruses
The common cold, flu, and COVID-19 are all caused by viruses that can linger 
in the air and on surfaces. 

When these viruses enter your body, trouble starts. They can bring illnesses 
with effects that range from mild discomfort to life-threatening conditions.

To stay healthy, use these tactics that help you avoid the common cold, flu, and 
COVID-19:

To protect yourself …

Wash your hands regularly with soap and water.

Don’t touch your eyes, nose, and mouth with 
unwashed hands.

Avoid close contact (within 6 feet) with people who are sick. 

Get vaccinated. There’s no vaccine for the common cold, but flu and 
COVID-19 shots are available. 

Clean and disinfect frequently touched surfaces (such as doorknobs, 
remote controls, and mobile devices).

Additional protection against COVID-19
Wear a mask and avoid crowds if you haven’t received the 
COVID-19 vaccine. If COVID-19 is spreading rapidly in 
your area, vaccinated people should also wear a mask in 
indoor public places.

If you get sick ...
Stay home and limit contact with others. If you have 
COVID-19, stay 6 feet away from other household 
members if possible.

Move away from others before coughing or sneezing.

Cover coughs and sneezes.

Throw away used tissues.

Keep cleaning and disinfecting frequently touched surfaces. ♦

How do viruses spread? 
Colds, the flu, and COVID-19 are caused by 
viruses that spread in much the same way:

• Through the air: Particles containing a 
virus enter the air after a person with the 
virus coughs, sneezes, or talks. People 
nearby can inhale these particles and 
become infected. 

• Through infected surfaces: Particles 
containing a virus may land on nearby 
surfaces. When people touch a surface or 
object with the virus on it, and then touch 
their mouth, nose, or eyes, they become 
infected. ♦
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Cold, flu, or COVID-19: Which is it?
When your nose is stuffed up and you’re not feeling right, a number of respiratory viruses could 
be to blame.

Cold, flu, and COVID-19 viruses have similar symptoms but there are important differences 
between them. A test done by your doctor is the only way to know for sure which one you’ve 
come down with, but here’s a look at how they compare:

Cold Flu COVID-19

What are the symptoms?  Runny or stuffy nose
 Cough
 Sore throat
 Sneezing
May also bring:
• Body aches/headache 
•  New loss of taste or smell 

(with a stuffy nose)

 Runny or stuffy nose
 Cough
 Sore throat
 Body aches/headache
 Tiredness
 Fever
 Chills
May also bring:
• Vomiting and diarrhea
•  New loss of taste or smell 

(rare)

 Runny or stuffy nose

 Cough

 Sore throat

 Body aches/headache

 Tiredness

 Fever

 Chills

 New loss of taste or smell

May also bring:

• Vomiting and diarrhea

People start showing symptoms ... about 1 to 3 days after being 
infected.

about 1 to 4 days after being 
infected.

about 5 days after being 
infected, but symptoms could 
appear between 2 and 14 days 
after infection.

People spread the virus ... for about 1-2 days before 
showing symptoms and while 
showing symptoms.

for about 1 day before showing 
symptoms; they’re most 
contagious between the first 
3-4 days of illness.

for about 2 days before 
showing symptoms and about 
10 days after testing positive.

Are there complications? Serious complications are rare. 
Some people may develop 
serious illnesses, such as 
bronchitis or pneumonia.

Most people recover on their 
own in a few days or weeks, 
but complications can include 
pneumonia, respiratory failure, 
and other severe conditions.

Severity varies; some people 
become severely ill. Severe 
complications can include 
pneumonia, respiratory failure, 
and blood clots. In some 
people, symptoms last weeks 
or months after infection.

Vaccine available? No Yes Yes

COVID-19 more contagious than flu
COVID-19 is easier to pass on 
to others than the flu.

COVID-19 is associated with 
superspreading events, where 
the virus quickly and easily 
spreads to many people. ♦

By the Numbers
A sneeze can create around 20,000 virus-containing droplets.

A cough sends about 3,000 virus-containing 
droplets into the air.

Talking for a few minutes creates about 3,000 
virus-containing droplets.
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