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FACT SHEET 
Influenza Symptoms, Protection, and What to Do If You Get 
Sick 
 

Influenza (commonly called the “flu”) is a contagious respiratory illness caused by influenza viruses. The 
information below describes common flu symptoms, how to protect yourself and those close to you from 
getting the flu, and what to do if you get sick with flu-like symptoms.  
 

People May Have Different Reactions to the Flu 
The flu can cause mild to severe illness and at times can lead to death. Although most healthy people 
recover from the flu without complications, some people, such as older people, young children, and people 
with certain health conditions, are at high risk for serious complications from the flu. 
 

Be Aware of Common Flu Symptoms 
Influenza usually starts suddenly and may include the following symptoms: 
 

• Fever (usually high)  
• Headache  
• Tiredness (can be extreme) 
• Cough  
• Sore throat  

• Runny or stuffy nose  
• Body aches  
• Diarrhea and vomiting (more common 

among children than adults)

 

Having these symptoms does not always mean that you have the flu. Many different illnesses, including 
the common cold, can have similar symptoms. 
 

Know the Risks from the Flu 
In some people, the flu can cause serious complications, including bacterial pneumonia, dehydration, and 
worsening of chronic medical conditions, such as congestive heart failure, asthma or diabetes. Children 
and adults may develop sinus problems and ear infections. 
 
Know How the Flu Spreads 
The flu usually spreads from person to person in respiratory droplets when people who are infected cough 
or sneeze. People occasionally may become infected by touching something with influenza virus on it and 
then touching their mouth, nose or eyes. 
 

Healthy adults may be able to infect others 1 day before getting symptoms and up to 5 days after 
getting sick. Therefore, it is possible to give someone the flu before you know you are sick as well as while 
you are sick. 
 

Protection against the Flu 
The single best way to protect yourself and others against influenza is to get a flu vaccination each year. 
Two kinds of flu vaccine are available in the United States: 

• The "flu shot"—an inactivated vaccine (containing killed virus) that is given with a needle, usually 
in the arm. The flu shot is approved for use in people older than 6 months, including healthy people 
and people with chronic medical conditions.  
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• The nasal-spray flu vaccine—a vaccine made with live, weakened flu viruses that do not cause 
the flu (sometimes called LAIV for “live attenuated influenza vaccine”). LAIV is approved for use in 
healthy* people 2 years to 49 years of age who are not pregnant.  

October or November is the best time to get vaccinated, but getting vaccinated in December or even later 
can still be beneficial since most influenza activity occurs in January or later in most years. Though it 
varies, flu season can last as late as May. 
 
The following additional measures can help protect against the flu. 
 

Habits for Good Health 
These steps may help prevent the spread of respiratory illnesses such as the flu: 

• Cover your nose and mouth with a tissue when you cough or sneeze—throw the tissue away after 
you use it. 

• Wash your hands often with soap and water, especially after you cough or sneeze. If you are 
not near water, use an alcohol-based hand cleaner. 

• Avoid close contact with people who are sick. When you are sick, keep your distance from 
others to protect them from getting sick too. 

• If you get the flu, stay home from work, school, and social gatherings. In this way you will 
help prevent others from catching your illness. 

• Try not to touch your eyes, nose, or mouth. Germs often spread this way. 
 

Antiviral Medications 
While getting a flu vaccine each year is the best way to protect you from the flu, there also are drugs that 
can fight against influenza viruses, offering a second line of defense against the flu. These are called 
“influenza antiviral drugs” (http://www.cdc.gov/flu/protect/antiviral/index.htm) and they must be 
prescribed by a health care professional. These drugs can be used to treat the flu or to prevent infection 
with flu viruses. Influenza antiviral drugs only work against influenza viruses — they will not help treat or 
prevent symptoms caused by infection from other viruses that can cause symptoms similar to the flu. Two 
flu antiviral drugs are recommended for use in the United States during the 2007-08 flu season: 
oseltamivir and zanamivir. Oseltamivir and zanamivir are effective against both influenza A and B viruses. 
 
What to Do If You Get Sick 
 

Diagnosing the Flu 
It is very difficult to distinguish the flu from other infections on the basis of symptoms alone. A doctor’s 
exam may be needed to tell whether you have developed the flu or a complication of the flu. There are 
tests that can determine if you have the flu as long you are tested within the first 2 or 3 days of illness.  
 

If you develop flu-like symptoms and are concerned about your illness, especially if are at high risk for 
complications of the flu, you should consult your health-care provider. Those at high risk for complications 
include people 65 years or older, people with chronic medical conditions, pregnant women, and 
young children. 
 
 

Use of Antiviral Drugs for Treatment  
For treatment, influenza antiviral drugs should be started within 2 days after becoming sick and taken for 
5 days. When used this way, these drugs can reduce flu symptoms and shorten the time you are sick by 1 
or 2 days. They also may make you less contagious to other people. If you become sick with flu-like 
symptoms this season, your doctor will consider the likelihood of influenza being the cause of your illness, 
the number of days you have been sick, side effects of the medication, etc. before making a 
recommendation about using antivirals. He or she may test you for influenza, but testing is not required in 
order for a physician to recommend influenza antiviral medications for you. 
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Other Ways to Respond to the Flu 
If you get the flu, get plenty of rest, drink a lot of liquids, and avoid using alcohol and tobacco. Also, you 
can take medications to relieve the fever and muscle aches associated with the flu. Never give aspirin to 
children or teenagers who have flu-like symptoms, particularly a fever. 
 

* "Healthy" indicates persons who do not have underlying conditions that confer higher risk of influenza complications. Safety of 
LAIV has not been established in these persons. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

For more information, visit www.cdc.gov/flu, 
or call CDC at 800-CDC-INFO (English and Spanish) or 888-232-6358 (TTY). 


