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Preventing Spread of Flu During the COVID-19 Pandemic

F A C T  S H E E T

Vaccination to help prevent the spread of flu during the 
COVID-19 pandemic is a public health priority.

The flu is a contagious respiratory illness caused by 
influenza viruses. COVID-19 is also a respiratory disease, 
but the infection is caused by SARS-CoV-2, a coronavirus. 
Most people who get the flu or COVID-19 have mild-
to-moderate illness and recover on their own, but both 
diseases can cause serious complications and death.

Annual flu vaccination is recommended for children 
starting at 6 months old and all adults, including pregnant 
women, unless they have a condition that precludes  
safe administration. 

Why Get Vaccinated?
Vaccination helps prevent the spread of illness to family 
members, co-workers and vulnerable populations such  
as the elderly, infants and people with medical conditions 
who have a higher risk of serious complications such  
as pneumonia. 

The more people who get vaccinated, the greater the 
protection afforded to everyone. This is called herd 
or group immunity. During the pandemic, widespread 
compliance with flu vaccination will help decrease the 
burden influenza places on health care resources needed 
for COVID-19 patients. 

For the season ending in mid-April 2020, the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates the flu 
infected 39 to 56 million Americans and caused 24,000 to 

62,000 deaths. However, the number of flu cases, related 
hospitalizations and deaths that occurred from fall 2020 
to spring 2021 was signi icantly lower compared with 
previous flu seasons, according to the CDC. The decline in 
flu cases is connected to factors including widespread flu 
vaccination and COVID-19 mitigation measures such as 
wearing face masks, washing hands, social distancing, 
school and business closures, reduced travel and 
improvements in ventilation of indoor spaces. A record 
number of influenza vaccine doses (193.8 million) were 
distributed in the U.S. in 2020-2021.  

Vaccine Options
Influenza viruses that circulate in population centers 
change over time. Flu season peaks in winter months 
when conditions are dry and cold, more time is spent 
indoors, and the body’s immune system is affected by 
environmental changes such as lack of exposure to 
sunlight. Vaccine composition is adjusted based on strains 
that predominate during alternating flu seasons in the 
Northern or Southern Hemisphere, as well as research on 
emerging strains. 

Studies show that flu vaccination reduces the risk of 
illness by 40 to 60 percent in the general population when 
circulating viruses are well-matched to the vaccine. While 
it’s still possible to get sick after being exposed to a flu 
virus, with vaccination symptoms are likely to be milder. 

Where to Get Flu Vaccination
How and where to get vaccinated against the flu may be 
influenced by COVID-19 exposure risk in your community 
this season. Watch for notices at your workplace or inquire 
about your company’s flu vaccination policies.

In some cases, employers who customarily offer annual 
onsite flu shot clinics may choose to redirect you to other 
sources as a health and safety precaution. Options may 
include your personal provider, walk-in or drive-up clinics, 
and local drug stores. 
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The vaccine does not cause the flu. Some people may 
think it causes the flu because they have experienced an 
allergic reaction, discomfort from the shot and/or short-
lived symptoms such as fatigue, muscle aches, headache, 
low fever or gastrointestinal upset. These symptoms 
may be an indicator that your body’s immune system is 
preparing itself to fight infection if exposed to a flu virus 
later in the season. 

The CDC recommends the use of any licensed, age-
appropriate influenza vaccine during the 2021-2022 
season. Available influenza vaccines include quadrivalent 
inactivated, recombinant and live attenuated. No 
preference is expressed for any influenza vaccine over 
another. Quadrivalent means the vaccine fights the 
four influenza strains that are expected to be the most 
prevalent this season. 

There are alternatives for those who cannot tolerate a 
shot (e.g., nasal spray) or are allergic to eggs, which are 
used in the production of many flu vaccines. It’s also 
important to advise vaccination providers of any previous 
allergic reactions to a vaccine or having had a condition 
called Guillain-Barré Syndrome. Severe allergic reactions 
are rare.  

COVID and Flu

A combination flu/COVID-19 vaccine is not available. 
It’s safe to get a flu shot when already vaccinated for 
COVID-19 or receive both shots at the same time. 

Getting a flu shot does not affect COVID-19 diagnostic or 
antibody test results because they look for SARS-CoV-2 
genetic material or antibodies. There is no evidence that 
flu vaccination makes a person more or less susceptible 
to getting COVID, according to the National Academies of 
Sciences, Engineering and Medicine.  

Other Prevention Measures

Along with vaccination, other recommended flu prevention 
measures include:

• Frequent hand washing with soap and water

• Using hand sanitizer when water is not available

• Covering coughs and sneezes and throwing tissues away

• Disinfecting shared objects and communal areas

• Not touching your nose, mouth and eyes

• Staying home when ill and avoiding others who are sick

Symptoms and Treatment 

Flu symptoms may include fever/chills, cough, shortness 
of breath, runny nose or congestion, achiness, headache 
and fatigue. Some people, especially children, may have 
vomiting and diarrhea. 

Remedies for the flu include rest, staying hydrated and 
eating nourishing foods. Over-the-counter medications are 
available to help relieve symptoms. Antiviral drugs may be 
prescribed to treat symptoms and shorten the duration of 
illness. Studies show that flu antiviral drugs work best for 
treatment when they are started within two days of getting 
sick, although starting them later can still be helpful. 

Most people who get the flu recover within five days to two 
weeks. Some people may develop sinus and ear infections, 
and in potentially fatal cases, pneumonia, inflammation of 
the heart, brain or muscles, or organ failure. 
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