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From the Medical Practice of
Todd A. Fearer, M.D., FACP MONTECITO
GERIATRIC MEDICAL GROUP

Is it the “flu” or influenza?

This is flu season. It

is the time of year when there tends to be a lot of confusion
about the flu shot and what it actually protects against.
Influenza is a seasonal virus that comes through each winter.
Although the viral subtype varies year-to-year, the symptoms
remain the same - including such things as fever, cough,
headache, and body aches. Rapid testing techniques can
confirm the diagnosis, although during a community outbreak
these become unnecessary if patients have the characteristic
symptoms.
Just to make matters confusing, many people refer to
gastroenteritis or "stomach flu" as "the flu." A recent Santa
Barbara outbreak has caused many cases, notably clustered in
institutional settings such as retirement communities and
elementary schools. The identified agent in these cases was
Norovirus, also referred to as "the cruise ship virus." Oral
intake of a minimal number of viral particles can give rise to
the illness leading to 24-72 hours of misery including nausea,
vomiting, diarrhea, and abdominal pain. Although seasonal
outbreaks of this illness occur in the winter, it is not the
product of influenza and therefore the influenza vaccine offers
no protection. The best preventive measure against the
Norovirus is good hand washing.
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Back to the real flu... Several influenza vaccines are available for use. For people over the age of 65 the recommendation
for annual influenza vaccination is based upon high-quality evidence of its protective benefits. This is particularly
important because more than 90 percent of seasonal influenza-related deaths occur among people over 60 years of age.
Various studies have estimated the reduction in risk of death through vaccination to be between 24% and 60%.
Additionally, influenza vaccination has been demonstrated to reduce the likelihood of hospitalization, even during the
years when relative vaccine effectiveness is comparatively low.
The vaccine of choice for the 65 and above age group is Fluzone high-dose. This inactivated viral vaccine is much more
effective than standard dose, particularly in those taking statin cholesterol-lowering medications which may diminish the
vaccine response. If you haven't had your shot yet, there is still time. Vaccination is generally available throughout the
winter season. Next year plan ahead to have it when it first becomes available sometime around October.
You may be wondering what to do if there is an outbreak of true influenza and you have not yet been vaccinated. Is it too
late to get one? The answer is “no” -- go and get a vaccine as soon as possible. It takes about two weeks after vaccination
for your body to build protective antibodies.
And what if I get influenza, anyway? With or without the vaccine, some will develop symptomatic influenza infection,
although with greater likelihood of severe complications. For those who contract influenza, treatment with Tamiflu under
direction of your physician can be extremely helpful. As in all things medical, never hesitate to call your physician for
advice.

Our family wishes you a very
happy holiday season and a
healthy new year!
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