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Influenza (Flu) Epidemic and Pandemic Threats 
 

Situation Description: 
The flu is a contagious respiratory illness caused by influenza viruses. Most experts believe that 

flu viruses spread mainly by droplets made when people with flu cough, sneeze, or talk. 

Influenza can cause mild to severe illness, and at times can lead to death. 

 

Influenza: Commonly known as the flu, a highly infectious respiratory disease caused by 
certain strains of the influenza virus 

The flu and the common cold are both respiratory illnesses, but are caused by 
different viruses. In general, the flu is worse than the common cold, and 
symptoms are more intense. 

Epidemic: An outbreak of a contagious disease that spreads rapidly and widely 

Pandemic: An epidemic that spreads through human populations across a large region, or 
even worldwide 

 
Threats 
The most serious outbreaks of influenzas are pandemics, which affect millions of people 

worldwide and last for several months. In contrast to the regular seasonal epidemics of 

influenza, these pandemics occur irregularly.  

 

The World Health Organization (WHO) warns that a substantial risk of influenza pandemic exists 

each year. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimate that in the U.S. 

alone, an influenza pandemic could infect up to 200 million people and cause between 100,000 

and 200,000 deaths. 

 

A pandemic outbreak could jeopardize essential community services by causing high levels of 

absenteeism (up to 35%) in critical positions in every workforce. The best protection against 

pandemic influenza — a vaccine that is well matched to the virus-causing illness — is not likely 

to be available at the outset of a pandemic. 

 

During a pandemic, school systems must work with local, state, and federal agencies to: 

 Limit the number of illnesses and deaths. 

 Preserve continuity of essential school functions. 

 

  



Seasonal Flu vs. Pandemic Flu 

Seasonal Flu Pandemic Flu 

Outbreaks follow predictable seasonal 
patterns. Occurs annually, usually in 
winter, in temperate climates. 

Occurs rarely (Three times in the 20th 
Century, last in 1968). 

Usually some immunity built up from 
previous exposure. 

No previous exposure; little or no pre-
existing immunity. 

Healthy adults usually not at-risk for 
serious complications. (The very young, 
elderly, and those with certain 
underlying health conditions are at 
increased risk for serious 
complications.) 

Healthy people may be at increased risk 
for serious complications. 

Health systems can usually meet public 
and patient needs. 

Health systems may be overwhelmed. 

Vaccine developed based on known virus 
strains and available for annual flu 
season. 

Vaccine probably would not be available 
in the early stages of a pandemic. 

Adequate supplies of antivirals are 
usually available. 

Effective antivirals may be in limited 
supply. 

Average U.S. deaths are approximately 
36,000 a year. 

Number of deaths could be quite high 
(for example, in 1918, the U.S. death 
toll was approximately 500,000). 

Symptoms include fever, cough, runny 
nose, and muscle pain. Deaths often 
caused by complications, such as 
pneumonia. 

Symptoms may be more severe and 
complications more frequent. 

Generally causes modest impact on 
society (for example, some school 
closings, people who are sick are 
encouraged to stay home). 

May cause major impact on society (for 
example, widespread restrictions on 
travel, closings of schools and 
businesses, cancellation of large public 
gatherings). 

Manageable impact on domestic and 
world economy. 

Potential for severe impact on domestic 
and world economy. 

 

The Centers for Disease Control recommends a 3-step approach to fighting influenza: 



 ❑ Get a flu vaccination every year. 

 ❑ Prescription antiviral drugs should be employed to treat flu and other infectious illnesses. 

 ❑ Preventive actions may slow the spread of germs that cause respiratory illnesses and 

influenza, including: 

 Avoid contact with sick people. 

 Encourage students and staff with flu-like illness to stay home for at least 24 hours after 

the fever (and other symptoms) are gone. 

 Cover your nose and mouth with a tissue when coughing or sneezing; throw the tissue 

in the trash 

 Wash hands often with soap and water; if soap and water is unavailable, use an alcohol 

based hand rub. 

 Avoid touching eyes, nose and mouth. Germs spread this way. 

 Clean and disinfect surfaces and objects that may be contaminated with germs.  

❑ If a flu outbreak or another illness occurs, follow public health advice. This may include 

information about taking measures to restrict personal contact. 


