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         January 12, 2015
Flu Season Update: Where We're At, What's Ahead, What To Do

LANDSTUHL REGIONAL MEDICAL CENTER, Germany – The flu season is in full swing in the United States and the number of cases is increasing in Europe. LRMC Army Public Health Nurse Maj. Katheryn Baker discusses what we need to know about this year’s flu season and how to better protect ourselves.

Q: What sort of flu season are we having?

A: As of late December, all national key flu indicators in the U.S. are elevated and about half of the country is experiencing high flu activity. Flu activity is expected to continue into the coming weeks, with increases occurring especially in those states that have not yet had significant activity.

Influenza A (H3N2) viruses are most common so far. H3N2-predominant seasons have been associated with more severe illness and mortality, especially in older people and young children, relative to seasons during which H1N1 or B viruses predominated.

There are early indications that this season may be severe, especially for people aged 65 years and older and young children.

It’s not possible to say at this point what the rest of this flu season will be like. While flu spreads every year, the timing, severity, and length of the season usually varies from one season to another.

Q: There are media reports that flu has reached epidemic levels in part of the U.S. How serious is it, and can we expect the same to occur in Europe?

A: The United States experiences epidemics of seasonal flu each year, and right now all of CDC’s influenza surveillance systems are showing elevated activity. Influenza-like-illness has been over baseline for the past several weeks, virological surveillance shows a lot of flu is circulating, and the hospitalization surveillance system shows increasing hospitalizations rates, especially in people 65 years and older.

Also, the surveillance system that tracks mortality shows that the country is in the midst of this season’s flu epidemic. During influenza seasons, Influenza-like-illness increases first, and then hospitalizations increase, and then increases in deaths occur, so what is being observed is a typical pattern for the flu season.

Q: There have also been reports that the flu vaccine isn’t effective this year. Could you expand on that?

A: Influenza vaccine effectiveness can vary from year to year and among different age and risk groups. For more information about vaccine effectiveness, visit "How Well Does the Seasonal Flu Vaccine Work?" at http://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/qa/vaccineeffect.htm

It’s not known how well this season’s flu vaccine will work. Most of the circulating flu viruses this season are different from the vaccine virus. This may reduce how well the vaccine works in protecting against those “drifted” viruses. CDC anticipates that vaccine effectiveness estimates for the 2014-2015 season will be available in mid- to late January 2015.

Q: Since the flu season is already in full swing, should people still get their flu vaccine if they haven’t already done so?

A: Yes, because it will still provide protection and should they contract the flu, it will lessen the signs and symptoms.

Q: In addition to receiving our flu vaccine, what else can we do to help prevent catching the flu?

A: The single best way to prevent seasonal flu is to get vaccinated each year, but good health habits like covering your cough and washing your hands often can help stop the spread of germs and prevent respiratory illnesses like the flu. There also are flu antiviral drugs that can be used to treat and prevent the flu.

Good things to remember are to:

1. Avoid close contact.

Avoid close contact with people who are sick. When you are sick, keep your distance from others to protect them from getting sick too.

2. Stay home when you are sick.

If possible, stay home from work, school, and errands when you are sick. You will help prevent others from catching your illness.

3. Cover your mouth and nose.

Cover your mouth and nose with a tissue when coughing or sneezing. It may prevent those around you from getting sick.

4. Clean your hands.

Washing your hands often will help protect you from germs. If soap and water are not available, use an alcohol-based hand rub.

5. Avoid touching your eyes, nose or mouth.

Germs are often spread when a person touches something that is contaminated with germs and then touches his or her eyes, nose, or mouth.

6. Practice other good health habits.

Clean and disinfect frequently touched surfaces at home, work or school, especially when someone is ill. Get plenty of sleep, be physically active, manage your stress, drink plenty of fluids, and eat nutritious food

Q: And for those who received their vaccine and followed all of your other guidelines, but still come down with the flu, how should they go about being treated?

A: Most people with the flu have mild illness and do not need medical care or antiviral drugs. If you get sick with flu symptoms, in most cases, you should stay home and avoid contact with other people except to get medical care.

If, however, you have symptoms of flu and are in a high risk group, or are very sick or worried about your illness, contact your health care provider (doctor, physician’s assistant, etc.).

Certain people are at high risk of serious flu-related complications (including young children, people 65 and older, pregnant women and people with certain medical conditions) and this is true both for seasonal flu and novel flu virus infections. For a full list of people at high risk of flu-related complications, see "People at High Risk of Developing Flu–Related Complications" at http://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/disease/high_risk.htm

If you are in a high risk group and develop flu symptoms, it’s best for you to contact your doctor. Remind them about your high risk status for flu. Healthcare providers will determine whether influenza testing and treatment are needed. Your doctor may prescribe antiviral drugs that can treat the flu. These drugs work better for treatment the sooner they are started.

Q: Do I need to go the emergency room if I am only a little sick?

A: No. The emergency room should be used for people who are very sick. You should not go to the emergency room if you are only mildly ill. If you have the emergency warning signs of flu sickness, you should go to the emergency room.

If you get sick with flu symptoms and are at high risk of flu complications or you are concerned about your illness, call your health care provider for advice. If you go to the emergency room and you are not sick with the flu, you may catch it from people who do have it.

Learn more at http://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/season/flu-season-2014-2015.htm
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