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Tracking Seasonal Flu in Real Time

By Ralph Morris, MD, MPH
February 8, 2019

Has the flu made an appearance in your household this season? Flu is not a reportable disease in most areas of the U.S.,
so only estimates of numbers of cases and related medical visits are possible. Preliminary reports from the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) note that between October 1,
2018, and January 26, 2019, there were between 10.1 and 11.7
million cases of flu in the U.S., at least 4.7 million flu-related medical
visits, and up to 141,000 hospitalizations. Although CDC has been
making these “in-season” flu estimates since 2010, reporting them
to the publicin real time is new as of this season. The estimates are
made using mathematical models based on rates of laboratory
confirmed flu-related hospitalizations.

In addition to flu statistics, CDC offers information on the geographic
spread of flu throughout the country. Based on state and territorial

estimates, flu is currently widespread in most states, as the CDC Nearly 80,000 US residents died of flu during the
graph below demonstrates. But in which states did flu activity begin 2017-2018 flu season — the worst one in 40
and at what rate did it become widespread in the 2018-2019 years

season? You can find out by accessing the interactive version of this

map on the CDC website. Simply click the green “play” button at the top left of the map image on that website to view
the path of flu through the country beginning in October. As you are viewing the map, remember that the graphic does
not indicate flu severity, only its spread.
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https://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/burden/preliminary-in-season-estimates.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/burden/preliminary-in-season-estimates.htm
https://gis.cdc.gov/GRASP/Fluview/FluHospRates.html
https://gis.cdc.gov/GRASP/Fluview/FluHospRates.html
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/weekly/usmap.htm

Flu Severity

How will this flu season stack up against the 2017-2018 season when nearly 80,000 U.S. residents died, the highest flu
death toll in 40 years? Time will tell, but currently, CDC characterizes flu activity as “elevated,” and expects it to remain
so in the near future. Flu-related deaths (including from pneumonia) have been at or above the epidemic level threshold
for three weeks, according to CDC. In contrast, during the 2017-2018 season, flu-related deaths from pneumonia and
influenza were at or above the epidemic level threshold for 16 weeks, peaking in January 2018. Over the past few
seasons, flu-related deaths have been at or above the epidemicthreshold for a range of four to 16 weeks. (And for
context, in the past five years, the average flu season itself lasted 16 weeks, and ranged from 11 to 20 weeks long, notes
€DC)

Take Precautions to Avoid Flu

Despite the fact that flu illness statistics, geographic distribution and severity vary from year to year, it's important that
everyone take precautions to avoid flu every year. Here’s a roadmap of significant precautions for avoiding flu:

1. Get your flu shot: Late is better than never, but “Vaccine by Halloween” is a good rule of thumb. Everyone six months old or
older should be vaccinated unless otherwise advised by their doctor.

2. Wash your hands frequently and thoroughly: Flu viruses can be picked up easily on the hands after they make contact with
frequently touched surfaces, such as hand rails and door knobs. Wash flu viruses down the drain with frequent hand washing,
and try to keep your hands away from your face. Touching your hands to mucous membranes, such as the mouth or eyes, can
deliver flu virus particles to your body.

3. Disinfect frequently touched surfaces: Flu viruses can live on surfaces for up to 24 hours. Clean surfaces first with detergent
and water, followed by applying a solution of 1/4 cup of regular bleach (approximately 6% strength) in 1 gallon of water. Let air
dry. Alternatively, wipe surfaces down with pre-moistened wipes containing chlorine bleach.

4. Think of others: Stay home when you are sick (and practice #2 and #3 above to help prevent spreading the flu virus to family
members) and encourage others to do the same. Cover coughs and sneezes with a disposable tissue or cough and sneeze “into
your elbow” (not your hands) to help prevent spreading mucous droplets into the air that others breathe. Practice healthy
habits, including getting adequate nutrition, sleep, and exercise, to shore up your defenses against flu.

We congratulate CDC on providing real-time estimates of U.S. flu statistics. As informative as these estimates are,
however, we recommend they not be used by the public as a gauge for preparing for this potentially deadly infection. To
borrow the words of baseball legend, Yogi Berra, flu season “ain’t over till it’s over,” and what may look like a mild flu
season can suddenly intensify.

Are you taking significant precautions to avoid the flu?

Ralph Morris, MD, MPH, is a physician and preventive medicine and public health official living in Bemidji, MN.
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https://www.cdc.gov/flu/weekly/summary.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/spotlights/flu-activity-elevated.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/flu/spotlights/flu-activity-elevated.htm
https://waterandhealth.org/disinfect/flu-and-health/flu-shots-save-health-marriage-holiday/
https://waterandhealth.org/disinfect/wash-hands/
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