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Influenza:
Questions and Answers
In the United States, the number of influenza-associated
deaths has increased since 1990. This increase is due
in part to the substantial increase in the number of
people age 65 years or older who are at increased risk
for death from influenza complications. The Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates
that from the 1976–77 influenza season to the 2006–07
season, influenza-associated deaths ranged from a low
of about 3,000 to a high of about 49,000 each year. It is
estimated that approximately 43–89 million people
became ill with 2009 pandemic H1N1 in the U.S. from
April 2009 to April 2010.

Viruses cause influenza. There are two basic types, A and
B, which can cause clinical illness in humans. Their
genetic material differentiates them. Influenza A can
cause moderate to severe illness in all age groups and
infects humans and other animals. Influenza B causes
milder disease and affects only humans, primarily
children.
Subtypes of the type A influenza virus are identified by
two antigens (proteins involved in the immune reaction)
on the surface of the virus. These antigens can change,
or mutate, over time. An antigen “shift” (major change)
creates a new influenza virus and an epidemic is likely
among the unprotected population. This happened
when the novel H1N1 influenza virus appeared in March
2009 and led to a major pandemic, lasting until the
summer of 2010.

Influenza disease can occur among people of all ages;
however, the risks for complications, hospitalizations,
and deaths are higher among people age 65 years or
older, young children, and people of any age who have
certain medical conditions. Pregnancy also increases
the risk for serious medical complications from influenza.
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Influenza usually comes on suddenly. Symptoms can include high fever,
chills, headaches, exhaustion, sore throat, cough, and all-over body aches.
Some people say, “It felt like a truck hit me!” Symptoms can also be mild.
Regardless, when influenza strikes your family, the result is lost time from
work and school.

Influenza spreads easily from
person to person.

An infected person can spread influenza when they cough, sneeze, or just
talk near others. They can also spread it by touching or sneezing on an object
that someone else touches later. And, an infected person doesn’t have to feel
sick to be contagious: they can spread influenza to others when they feel
well – before their symptoms have even begun.
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Vaccination is the best way to prevent influenza.
Everyone age 6 months and older should get vaccinated against
influenza every year.
Vaccination not only protects the person who gets immunized,
it also protects the people around them – for example, babies
who are too young to be vaccinated.
s

For more information, visit www.vaccineinformation.org
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 Influenza is a serious respiratory disease that kills thousands of people in the United States
each year.
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can’t be vaccinated, they rely on those around them to get vaccinated.
• Wash your hands often and cover your coughs and sneezes. It’s best to use a
tissue and quickly throw it away. If you don’t have a tissue, you should cough
or sneeze into your upper sleeve, not your hands. This will prevent the spread
of germs.
• Tell your children to
– Stay away from people who are sick,
– Wash their hands often,
– Keep their hands away from their face, and
– Cover coughs and sneezes to protect others.

Technical content reviewed by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

For other vaccine handouts in this series,
visit www.immunize.org/vaccine-summaries

Each year, more than 200,000 people are hospitalized in the U.S. from
influenza and its complications. Between
3,000
and
50,000
die, which shows
COPY This
FOR
YOUR
PATIENTS
how unpredictable influenza can be. The people most likely to be hospitalized
and die are infants, young children, older adults, and people of all ages who
have conditions such as heart or lung disease. But remember, it’s not only the
youngest, oldest, or sickest who die: Every year influenza kills people who
were otherwise healthy.

What is influenza?
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* The two doses need not have been received during the
same season or consecutive seasons.
note: The two doses can both be inactivated influenza
vaccine (IIV), or, for children age 2 through 8 years who
have no contraindications to live attenuated influenza
vaccine (LAIV), can both be LAIV, or alternatively, 1 dose
of IIV and 1 dose of LAIV.
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Prevention and Control of Influenza with Vaccines:
Recommendations of the Advisory Committee on
Immunization Practices – United States, 2015–2016
Influenza Season. MMWR, August 7, 2015; 64(30):
818–825. Access recommendations at www.cdc.gov/
mmwr/pdf/wk/mm6430.pdf.
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n of People

• Fast breathing or trouble breathing
• Not waking up or not interacting

and people with chronic health problems can get very sick. Some even die. A
yearly vaccination against influenza is the best way to protect your child from
this serious disease. It is recommended for everyone 6 months and older.

immunization

Any child or teen who shows the following emergency
warning signs needs urgent medical attention – take them
to an emergency room or call 9 -1-1.
• Bluish skin color

Is influenza more serious
Infants and young children are at risk for getting seriously ill from influenza.
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Am I at risk?

It’s a fact – every year, people of all ages in the
U.S. die from influenza and its complications.

Here’s how influenza can hurt your family . . .

4Protect yourself from influenza . . .
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