
Pandemic Influenza

What you need to know today.
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[Relate the “you” to the audience, which can be Red Cross field unit’s paid and volunteer staff.  This slide can be updated to match the audience.]



Note: This presentation was created by the Preparedness section of the Preparedness and Response department at the American National Red Cross.  The information contained in this presentation is correct and accurate as of the date of creation.  As new science emerges, this information may change so it is important to always verify the information in the self-study or check CrossNet an up-to-date copy.



Agenda

• Influenza viruses introduction
• What makes a pandemic
• Historical pandemics
• How a future pandemic might look
• Becoming personally prepared for a 

pandemic



Influenza (or Flu)
• The flu is a contagious respiratory illness 

caused by a virus. 
• It can cause mild to severe illness, and at 

times can lead to death. 
• A person infected with the flu virus can 

transmit it one-two days before they have 
symptoms.

• A person infected with the flu virus can 
transmit it four-five days after symptoms 
start.
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---------Additional background---------------

Influenza type A viruses can infect people, birds, pigs, horses, seals, whales, and other animals, but wild birds are the natural hosts for these viruses.

There are two types of influenza that cause illness in humans.  Influenza type A has the ability to cause epidemics and pandemics.  It affects both humans and other animals, and affects people of all ages.  Influenza B typically causes milder epidemics and is not capable of causing pandemics.  Influenza B primarily affects children.





Influenza Spread

Spread by contact with an infected 
person through:

• Sneezing
• Coughing
• Touching items recently contaminated 

by a person with the flu virus



Influenza Symptoms
Symptoms include:
• Fever (usually high) and chills
• Body aches
• Sore throat
• Non-productive cough (dry)
• Runny or stuffy nose
• Headache
• Extremely tired (fatigue)
• Diarrhea
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The hallmark of influenza is the sudden onset of the symptoms listed above.





Seasonal Flu

• The seasonal flu usually occurs 
annually between December and 
March.

• Every year in the US on average:
– >200,000 people are hospitalized
– 36,000 people die

• Most people who get the flu recover 
within 1-2 weeks and do not require 
medical treatment
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Every year in the United States, on average: 5% to 20% of the population gets the flu; more than 200,000 people are hospitalized from flu complications, and; about 36,000 people die from flu. (http://www.cdc.gov/flu/keyfacts.htm).



The persons who are at greatest risk of experiencing severe complications of influenza, such as pneumonia, dehydration or worsening of other chronic medical conditions (such as heart disease or diabetes) are infants, pregnant women and nursing home residents.





The Difference between 
Season Flu and Pandemic Flu

• Seasonal flu is predictable where pandemic 
flu is not predictable.

• Pandemic flu is caused by a new flu virus 
strain that humans have not been exposed 
to, so they have no natural resistance or 
immunity to it.

• Pandemic flu infects large numbers of 
people of different ages all over the world 
and causes serious illness and deaths
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Pandemic flu is more serious than a “typical” flu.  It is caused by a new flu virus strain that humans have not been exposed to, so they have no natural resistance or immunity to it.  Pandemic flu is different from seasonal flu because it infects large numbers of people of different ages all over the world and causes serious illness and deaths. During a pandemic people are more likely to get the flu and it is more likely to cause death, even among young and healthy people.



Pandemic

• A disease outbreak that spreads rapidly and 
affects many people world wide.

• Characteristics
– New virus that spreads easily as most people are 

susceptible
– Effective human to human transmission is 

necessary
– Measured by how fast the virus spreads
– Wide geographic spread
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A new virus spreads easily because people have not been exposed and developed an immunity to it.



---------Additional background-------------

Pandemic — 

A pandemic is a global disease outbreak.  See http://www.pandemicflu.gov/general/whatis.html for more details.

Epidemic —

An epidemic is generally a widespread disease that affects many individuals in a population. An epidemic may be restricted to one locale or may even be global (pandemic). An outbreak of a disease is defined as being epidemic, however, not by how many members or what proportion of the population it infects but by how fast it is growing. When each infected individual is infecting more than one other individual, so that the number of infected individuals is growing exponentially, the disease is in an epidemic state. Thus even if the number of people affected is small, the phenomenon may still be called an epidemic, although for small epidemics the term "outbreak" is more often used. (http://www.reference.com/browse/wiki/Epidemic) 



Past influenza pandemics
Pandemic Deaths in 

the US
Deaths 
Worldwide

Population 
Affected

Spanish Flu (H1N1)
1918-1919

500,000 40 million Persons 20-40 
years old

Asian Flu (H2N2)
1957-58

70,000 1-2 million Infants, elderly

Hong Kong Flu (H3N2)
1968-69

36,000 700,000 Infants, elderly

Russian Flu (H1N1)
1977-78

8,300 Persons  under 20 
years old
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Four major influenza pandemics occurred in the 20th century.  Past pandemics had widely varying impacts and affected populations.  The 1977 Russians virus (A.H1N1) caused a relatively small number of deaths although illness in young people was common.  This historical variation shows that plans need to be flexible.



----------------Additional Background -----------------

Past threats of a potential pandemic

Hong Kong 1997: 18 hospitalized, 6 dead

Hong Kong 1999: 2 hospitalized

China 2003: 2 hospitalized,1 dead

Netherlands 2003: 80 cases, 1 dead

In none of these situations did sustained person-to-person transmission of the influenza virus occur, a key condition necessary for a pandemic to arise.  However, these occurrences have resulted in an increasing concern about the inevitability of the next pandemic.





Pandemic Waves

• Pandemics occur in multiple waves of 
disease outbreaks

• The first wave in a local area is likely to 
last six to eight weeks

• The time between pandemic waves 
varies and can not be easily predicted.
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During a pandemic, the length of a disease outbreak in a specific geographical area would likely be 6-8 weeks.

Historically, the timing of the second wave has varied.  Plans should consider different timing of pandemic waves.



---------Additional Information----------------

1957 pandemic second wave began 3 months after the peak of first wave

1968 pandemic second wave began 12 months after the peak of first wave





Is a Vaccine Available?

• A vaccine to protect people from 
pandemic flu is not available now.

• A vaccine may not be available at the 
start of a flu pandemic. 

• The best protection is to practice 
healthy hygiene to stay well now and 
during a flu pandemic.
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A vaccine to protect you from pandemic flu is not available now and it may not be available at the start of a flu pandemic. 

The best way to protect yourself and others is to practice healthy hygiene to keep you well now and during a flu pandemic.  Practicing these actions now will make them easier to do later.



Preparing for a Pandemic

What you can do today.



Practice Healthy Hygiene

• Clean hands often
– Wash with soap and water or
– Clean with hand sanitizer

• Cover mouth and nose when you 
sneeze or cough and clean hands 
afterwards

• Keep hands away from face
• Stay away from people who are sick
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Cleaning your hands often is very important.  Clean your hands before cooking and eating, when returning home, after using the toilet, after coughing or sneezing and after cleaning children.



Prepare at Home

• Plan now to care for yourself or loved 
ones who get the flu.  

• Determine what supplies you will need 
to provide care at home.

• Plan how you will care for someone in 
your household who becomes sick.
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Plan now to care for yourself or loved ones who get the flu.  Gathering the supplies ahead of time will allow you to provide immediate care.

If you or someone in your household becomes sick, who will care for them?  Decide how the person will be cared for, which may mean that you or someone else in the household will need to stay home from work, school or other activities.



Stock Up Now

• Reduce your need to go out during a 
local flu pandemic by stocking extra 
food, water and supplies at home.  

• If you do get sick and have extra 
supplies on hand, you will help reduce 
the spread of pandemic flu by staying 
home.



Prepare a Your Workplace

Ask about plans:
• for employees who get sick during a 

pandemic and need to stay home.
• to keep the business functioning if key 

staff can’t come to work.  
• for sick leave, benefits and wages 

when employees are asked to remain 
at home. 
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Learn now about the plans in your workplace for employees who get the flu during a pandemic.  This information will have an important impact on your plans and decisions during an influenza pandemic.

Ask your employer about sick-leave plans to have staff stay home when sick and the employer’s plans to keep the business functioning if key staff can’t come to work.  

Ask if there are any special considerations regarding sick leave, benefits and wages when there is a pandemic in the community and employees are asked to remain at home.



Prepare at School

Ask about plans:
• at your child’s school or day care 

regarding an influenza pandemic.  
• to encourage parents to keep children 

who are sick to stay home to reduce 
the spread of the  flu during a local 
pandemic.
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Find out now about the plans at your child’s school or day care during an influenza pandemic.  If there are no plans, ask about how planning will occur and offer to help.

Ask how the school currently encourages sick children to stay home to reduce the spread of germs and illnesses.  

Ask if the school would close if a pandemic were to occur in the community and what plans are in place to continue education or make up for lost time in the classroom.

Discussing these questions now with school administrators, teachers and other parents will have a significant impact on your plans, decisions and peace of mind during an influenza pandemic or once the threat of the possibility becomes more evident.



What to Expect
• Unlike other disasters, a pandemic flu is an 

infectious disease that does not damage 
homes, utilities, buildings and other 
structures. 

• If the people who keep facilities, 
transportation and similar public systems are 
unable to work, daily life will be disrupted.

• A flu pandemic is similar to other disasters 
because it will disrupt your daily routines.

• You will be asked to take personal action to 
reduce the spread of the flu pandemic virus.
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Unlike other disasters, a flu pandemic is an infectious disease that does not damage homes, utilities, buildings and other structures.  However, if the workforce who keeps them running are unable to work, daily life will be disrupted.

A flu pandemic is similar to other disasters because it will disrupt your daily routines and you will be asked to take personal action to reduce the spread of the flu pandemic virus.



Thank you

Please remember 
to clean your hands.
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