
Are you ready?
When infl uenza 
spreads 
worldwide



What is infl uenza?

Infl uenza, or fl u, is a sickness caused by germs 
called viruses. When you have the fl u, you will 
cough, have a fever and have body aches. This is 
known as a regular or seasonal fl u. 

What is a pandemic? 

A pandemic is any disease that spreads quickly 
through many countries. 

What is a pandemic infl uenza?

A pandemic infl uenza is a new fl u that spreads 
quickly through many countries. People’s bodies 
are not ready for it, so it can infect a very large 
number of people. 

How does a fl u pandemic start?

The regular fl u changes all the ti me
Flu viruses change all the ti me. The changes are 
usually very small. When the fl u changes a bit, fl u 
shots are changed a litt le bit too. That way, if you 
get a fl u shot from a doctor or nurse, your body 
gets help to fi ght the fl u. 

A new fl u shows up
Someti mes, a new fl u shows up that no one is 
ready for. The old fl u shots are not right for it. Our 
bodies do not know how to fi ght it. 

Where did the new fl u come from?
The new fl u virus is made when a quick-spreading 
animal fl u and a people’s fl u come together. 
The new fl u can spread very quickly from person 
to person.

How does the new fl u spread? 

The new fl u spreads the same way as a regular fl u 
does—from person to person, or from a person to 
an object and then back to a person. 

Person to person (direct contact)
If someone who is sick sneezes or coughs, very 
small drops fl y into the air; other people can catch 
the virus if they breathe in the small drops or if the 
droplets reach their eyes or nose. People can also 
get the virus by touching their own mouth, eyes 
or nose aft er shaking hands, hugging or kissing a 
sick person.

It takes 24 to 48 hours for fl u symptoms to show 
up, so people can spread the new fl u virus when 
they don’t even know that they are sick. 

Person to object to person 
(indirect contact)
If sick people sneeze or cough into their hands and 
then touch something—a doorknob, grocery cart, 
phone receiver, light switch—they leave the new 
fl u virus behind. If another person touches these 
objects within 24 hours, he or she can get sick.

Country to country
Air travel makes it easy for the new fl u virus to 
spread quickly all over the world. People with the 
new fl u virus can fl y from one country with known 
cases of fl u to a country without any new cases. 
Then it spreads quickly there. That was the case in 
the SARS outbreak. When the new fl u virus infects 
many people and spreads all over the world, it is 
called a pandemic. 

What are the symptoms 
of a pandemic fl u?

The symptoms of a pandemic fl u are the same as 
the symptoms of the seasonal fl u: fever, headache, 
muscle pains, ti redness, stuff y nose, sneezing, sore 
throat and cough. But the new fl u symptoms can 
be more serious. 

How “catchy” is the new fl u?

In a regular fl u season in Ontario, about one in 
10 people get the fl u. With a pandemic fl u, the 
number can be as high as one in three. 

Who is most at risk to catch it?

The people who get the seasonal fl u most oft en 
are the elderly, infants and people who are 
not healthy; however, during the pandemic of 
1918—the Spanish Infl uenza—most of the people 
infected were healthy adults. 

One fl u virus spreads 
very quickly only 
among animals 
(example: swine fl u virus).

One fl u virus spreads 
only among people.

When the two viruses come together, they make a new 
virus which can spread quickly among many people.

Pandemic 
fl u spreads 
throughout 
the world.
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