Brought to you by Dr. Cindy Haines, Managing Editor of Physician's Briefing-a division of the HealthDay news service. 

Dr. Cindy: Providing Empowerment through Information.

Flu "Shot" You Down? Some Facts and Stats from Dr. Cindy:

What is the flu?

· Influenza (the "flu") is a highly contagious respiratory illness that can cause mild to very severe illness. In some cases, infection with the flu can lead to death.

· Symptoms include:
-Fever (often very high)
-Body aches
-Headaches
-Fatigue (extreme tiredness)
-Sore throat
-Runny/stuffed-up nose
-Nausea, vomiting, diarrhea (rare in adults; more common in children)

· Flu viruses spread by way of respiratory droplets (coughing or sneezing; touching something with flu virus on it and then touching your mouth or nose). People can infect others 1 day BEFORE symptoms appear and up to 5 days AFTER becoming sick.

· Complications that can result from the flu include:
-Pneumonia
-Ear infections
-Sinus infections
-Dehydration
-Worsening of other medical conditions
-Death

Who gets the flu?

· Every year, 5 to 20% of Americans get the flu (usually between Oct and May).
· Over 200,000 are hospitalized from the flu and its complications.
· Approx. 36,000 people die from the flu each year.
What is the best way to prevent getting the flu?

· The number one way to help in the prevention of the flu is to get vaccinated.
· Good hygiene practices will also help (washing hands often; avoiding poorly ventilated areas during outbreaks; avoiding touching your face with unclean hands).
What flu vaccines are available?

· There are currently 2 vaccines available: the flu shot and the nasal-spray flu vaccine. 
· Each year, the flu vaccine contains 3 different strains of flu virus.
How do the vaccines work?

· The vaccines expose your immune system to weaker versions of the flu. Your immune system then creates a response against the flu within about 2 weeks after receiving the vaccine. If you get exposed to the same virus(es) again, you will have a greater chance of fighting it/them off. Even if you are exposed to a different (but similar) strain of virus (like a different strain of the flu), your immune system will be "primed" and you will likely have a much less severe illness. 

· In years with a well-matched flu vaccine, being vaccinated can lower your risk of getting the flu by up to 70 to 90 percent.

I got the flu shot and I still got the flu…what's up?

· The flu vaccine "cocktail" is created each year by way of an educated guess. The World Health Organization and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention gather and analyze disease trends and predict which viruses are most likely the next season. They need lead time to create enough vaccines for the population, so this process typically begins in February for the following fall.

· This year, like some other years, the flu shot missed its mark. Many of the flu infections were caused by strains not covered in the vaccine. Also, some strains are becoming resistant to the anti-flu medications.

· It is important to note that 16 out of the last 19 years, the vaccines matched up well; this year's mismatch is not usual

Why should I get vaccinated next year?

· Vaccinations are important to lower your own chances of becoming ill (or developing complications from the illness) and are also an important public health issue: Vaccinations help keep you healthy and also help control population outbreaks.
· Vaccinations are particularly important for the very young, the very old and those with certain chronic medical conditions (like diabetes or lung disease) and those with weakened immune systems.
· The FDA announced last week (2.08) the approval of 3 new flu strains in next year's flu vaccine batch (typically only 1 or 2 are changed each year). This is an effort to improve the match for next year's flu season.
What if I get the flu?

· Follow good sick-care guidelines: Stay home and rest, keep hydrated, stay nourished with healthy food choices, check in with your doctor.

· Anti-flu medicines (the antiviral drugs like Tamiflu) may be an option. Antiviral drugs are 70% to 90% effective in preventing infection but must be taken within 48 hours of symptoms beginning.

· Some of this year's flu showed resistance to Tamiflu (meaning the medicine no longer works against it). Historically, less than 1 percent of viruses have been resistant; this year, 8.1 percent of influenza type A viruses tested by the CDC were resistant. Due to this, never self-prescribe…let your doctor make the call as to what medications you need.
Want more?

· Check out:

-www.cdc.gov

-www.healthday.com

-www.physiciansbriefing.com

-www.hainesmedicom.com

