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CONSUMER CORNER

Influenza, or flu, is a respiratory infec-
tion that can be caused by a variety of
flu viruses. The flu is different from

the common cold, a respiratory infection
also caused by viruses, in several ways.
People with colds rarely suffer from
fevers or headaches or feel the extreme
exhaustion that flu viruses may cause. 

If you get infected by the flu virus,
you will usually experience symptoms
one to four days later. You can spread the
flu to others before your symptoms start
and for another three to four days after
your symptoms appear. The symptoms
start very quickly and may include 

• Stuffy nose 
• Body aches
• Dry cough 
• Chills 
• Headache 
• Fever 
• Sore throat 

Flu season typically lasts from Nov-
ember to March. The Centers for Di-
sease Control and Prevention (CDC) esti-
mates that 10 percent to 20 percent of
Americans are infected with the flu dur-
ing this period. Children are two to three
times more likely than adults to get sick
with the flu, and children frequently
transmit the virus to others. Although
most people recover from the illness, it
can pose a serious health risk. CDC esti-
mates that in the United States more
than 100,000 people are hospitalized and
about 36,000 people die from the flu and
its complications every year. 

Transmission 
The viruses can pass through the air and

enter your body through your mouth or
nose. As a result, you can get the flu if
someone around you who has the flu
coughs or sneezes. You can also get the
flu simply by touching a surface like a
door knob that has been contaminated
by a touch from someone who has the
flu. If you touch a contaminated surface,
the virus can pass from your hand to
your nose or mouth. 

Flu Prevention 
The best way to keep from getting flu is
to get a yearly flu vaccination. In many
states, a trained community pharmacist
is authorized to give a flu shot. You need
to get vaccinated every year because the
strains of viruses change from flu season
to flu season.

Scientists make a different vaccine
every year nine to 10 months before the
flu season begins. The vaccine prepara-
tion is based on the strains of the flu
viruses that are in circulation at the time.
Vaccine is produced from inactivated or
dead flu viruses. Because the viruses are
killed, they cannot cause infection.

Unexpected new strains may appear
after the vaccine has been made and dis-
tributed to health care provider’s offices
and clinics. As a result, even if you
receive the flu vaccine, you still could
become infected. If you do become
infected, however, the disease is typical-
ly not as severe because even a vaccine
for the wrong strain would provide some
protection. 

Your immune system takes time to
respond to the flu vaccine. Therefore,
you should get vaccinated six weeks to
eight weeks before flu season begins in

November to prevent getting infected or
reduce the severity of flu if you do get it.
Because the flu season usually lasts until
March, however, it’s not too late to get it
after the season has begun. The vaccine
itself cannot cause the flu, but you could
become exposed to the virus by someone
else and get infected soon after you are
vaccinated. 

Until recently, you could only get the
flu vaccine as an injection. In 2003, how-
ever, the Food and Drug Administration
(FDA) approved a nasal spray flu vaccine
called FluMist, which you can get from
your community pharmacy. FDA ap-
proved it for use in healthy people
between 5 and 49. You can consult your
pharmacist to see which option would be
appropriate for you.

Other Flu Prevention Medicines
Although the flu vaccine is the best way
to prevent getting the flu, three antiviral
medicines are also available by prescrip-
tion that will help prevent flu infection.

• Tamiflu (oseltamivir)
• Flumadine (rimantadine)
• Symmetrel (amantadine) 

Tamiflu is intended for adult use and
teenagers 13 and older. Rimantadine and
amantadine may be used by adults and
children who are 1 and older. Flumadine
and Symmetrel can have unpleasant side
effects. You should discuss the flu vac-
cine and medicines with your communi-
ty pharmacist before the flu season
begins to decide which method is best
for you. o
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