
INFLUENZA

WHAT IS INFLUENZA
Influenza, commonly known as “flu”, is an acute respiratory illness that causes
significant morbidity in children.

WHAT CAUSES INFLUENZA
Viruses of the group Orthomyxoviridae cause influenza. There are three types of
influenza viruses, termed A, B and C. Types A and B are responsible for the majority of
disease.

HOW IS IT SPREAD
Influenza is primarily a respiratory illness and spreads through the infected respiratory
secretions of patients (droplet infection). Persons with influenza produce fine droplets of
secretions that contain the virus – when another person breathes these particles, he gets
infected if he does not have immunity against that particular virus.

WHAT ARE THE CLINICAL MANIFESTATIONS OF INFLUENZA
Influenza occurs more in the winter months. The incubation period can be as short as
48 – 72 hours. The onset is sudden, with runny nose, redness of the eyes, sore throat and
cough. It affects the respiratory system and can cause a non-specific upper respiratory
infection (a severe “cold”), croup, bronchiolitis or pneumonia. There will be high fever,
malaise, body aches and headache. This phase usually lasts 2 - 4 days and the patient
starts to get better. The cough, however, can persist for much longer.

WHAT ARE THE COMPLICATIONS OF INFLUENZA
Influenza causes more problems at the extremes of age – the very young and the very old
patients are more likely to get complications. Very young children can have severe
respiratory symptoms, needing hospitalization and sometimes intensive care.

Children who have chronic diseases of the lungs or heart, cancer, diabetes or are
immunosuppressed, are at risk of becoming seriously ill with influenza.

There may be an ear infection in a quarter of patients.

The influenza virus itself can cause a viral pneumonia. In addition, it also damages the
lining of the respiratory tract, making it more susceptible to a secondary bacterial
pneumonia.

Rarely, there can be inflammation of the muscles or heart (myocarditis).

HOW IS IT TREATED
The diagnosis is mainly clinical. There are effective tests that can diagnose correctly, but
these are not commonly available in India.



Though there are drugs that act on the influenza virus (Amantadine and Rimantadine),
they are not completely effective and must be given early in the course of illness. Thus,
they are not commonly used.

Treatment is mainly supportive, consisting of bed rest and plenty of fluids. Paracetamol
or Ibuprofen may be given for the fever and aches. However, Aspirin (Disprin etc.)
should not be given to a child with a viral respiratory illness (because they can develop a
serious problem called Reye Syndrome). Most children feel much better after the first 48
hours.

Antibiotics may be prescribed if there is pneumonia

If complications occur, the child may need to admitted to hospital.

WHAT IS THE PROGNOSIS
The prognosis is excellent and most children recover completely. The cough, however,
may persist for weeks but will eventually get better. Cough syrups may not be of much
help.

CAN INFLUENZA BE PREVENTED
It is difficult to control spread of the illness.

A vaccine is available against influenza. However, this must be prepared fresh each year
and targeted against the particular types of viruses that are causing most infections that
year. The vaccine is not recommended for everyone – only persons at risk of getting
serious complications (such as those with underlying problems like asthma or
immunosuppression) and persons working in health care institutions (who can spread the
illness to other patients) should be vaccinated each year.


