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What is swine flu? 

Like people, pigs can get influenza (flu), but swine flu viruses aren't the same as human flu viruses. Swine flu 
doesn't often infect people, and the rare human cases that have occurred in the past have mainly affected 
people who had direct contact with pigs.  
 
But the current "swine flu" outbreak is different. It's caused by a new swine flu virus that has changed in ways 
that allow it to spread from person to person -- and it's happening among people who haven't had any contact 
with pigs. 
 
That makes it a human flu virus. To distinguish it both from flu viruses that infect mainly pigs and from the 
seasonal influenza A H1N1 viruses that have been in circulation for many years, the CDC calls the virus "novel 
influenza A (H1N1) virus" and the World Health Organization calls it "pandemic (H1N1) 2009."  
 
The CDC calls swine flu illness "H1N1 flu" and the World Health Organization calls it "pandemic influenza A 
(H1N1)."  



 
 
What are swine flu symptoms? 

Symptoms of swine flu are like regular flu symptoms and include - fever, cough, sore throat, runny nose, body 
aches, headache, chills, and fatigue. Many people with swine flu have had diarrhea and vomiting. Nearly 
everyone with flu has at least two of these symptoms. But these symptoms can also be caused by many other 
conditions. That means that you and your doctor can't know, just based on your symptoms, if you've got swine 
flu. Health care professionals may offer a rapid flu test, although a negative result doesn't necessarily mean you 
don't have the flu. 
 
Like seasonal flu, pandemic swine flu can cause neurologic symptoms in children. These events are rare, but, as 
cases associated with seasonal flu have shown, they can be very severe and often fatal. Symptoms include 
seizures or changes in mental status (confusion or sudden cognitive or behavioral changes). It's not clear why 
these symptoms occur, although they may be caused by Reye's syndrome. Reye's syndrome usually occurs in 
children with a viral illness who have taken aspirin -- something that should always be avoided.  
 
Only lab tests can definitively show whether you've got swine flu. State health departments can do these tests.  
 
Who is at highest risk from H1N1 swine flu? 

Most U.S. cases of H1N1 swine flu have been in older children and young adults. It's not clear why, and it's not 
clear whether this will change. 
 
But certain groups are at particularly high risk of severe disease or bad outcomes if they get the flu: 

 Young children, especially those under 12 months of age 
 Elderly people are at high risk of severe flu disease. But relatively few swine flu cases    have been seen in 

people over age 65. 
 People with cardiovascular conditions (except high blood pressure) 
 People with liver problems 
 People with kidney problems 
 People with blood disorders, including sickle cell disease 
 People with neurologic disorders 
 People with neuromuscular disorders 
 People with metabolic disorders, including diabetes 
 People with immune suppression, including HIV infection and medications that suppress the immune system,  

such as cancer chemotherapy or anti-rejection drugs for transplants 
 Residents of a nursing home or other chronic-care facility 

 

People in these groups should seek medical care as soon as they get flu symptoms.  
A striking number of adults who developed severe swine flu complications have been morbidly obese. 
However, obesity itself does not seem to be the issue. The vast majority of extremely obese people suffer 
respiratory problems and/or diabetes, which seem to be the underlying reason for their severe flu 
complications.  

 



How does swine flu spread? Is it airborne? 

The new swine flu virus apparently spreads just like regular flu. You could pick up germs directly from droplets 
from the cough or sneeze of an infected person, or by touching an object they recently touched, and then 
touching your eyes, mouth, or nose, delivering their germs for your own infection. That's why you should make 
washing your hands a habit, even when you're not ill. Infected people can start spreading flu germs up to a day 
before symptoms start, and for up to seven days after getting sick, according to the CDC. 
The new swine flu virus is a human virus spread by people and not by pigs. The only way to get the new swine 
flu is from another person.  
 
How severe is swine flu? 

The severity of cases in the current swine flu outbreak has varied widely, from mild cases to fatalities. Most U.S. 
cases have been mild, but there have been a number of deaths and hundreds of hospitalizations -- mostly in 
young people aged 5 to 24.  
Like seasonal flu, children who get swine flu can have serious neurological complications such as seizures and 
Reye's syndrome. But as with seasonal flu, these complications fortunately are rare.  
 
Studies of the swine flu virus show that it is more infectious to lung cells than are seasonal flu viruses. But 
studies also suggest that the swine flu virus is less well adapted to humans and may be harder to inhale deep 
into the lungs.  
 
Flu viruses change all the time, and the way the pandemic swine flu virus evolved suggests that it is particularly 
liable to swap gene segments with other flu viruses. But so far the swine flu virus hasn't changed much. That's 
good news, as the vast majority of swine flu cases have been mild. And it's also good news for the swine flu 
vaccine, which is based on swine flu strains isolated early in the pandemic.  
 
It's impossible to know whether the virus will become more deadly. Scientists are watching closely to see which 
way the new swine flu virus is heading -- but health experts warn that flu viruses are notoriously hard to 
predict. 

 

Home Care Advice By Some Expert Doctors 

 
-The simple act of hand-washing significantly cuts the risk of viral transmission. All members of 
the household should wash their hands often using soap and water for at least 15 seconds.  

-If soap and water are not available, an alcohol-based hand sanitizer can be used.  

-Use paper towels to dry hands, or else assign everyone their own towel. Within the home, 
too, you will need to be diligent about cleaning and disinfecting areas in which the sick person 
stays.  

-Take caution when handling laundry, and tumble-dry clothing and linens in a hot dryer.Wash 
your hands immediately after. 

 



 Take care of yourself. When caring for a sick person, wear a properly-fitted, government-approved face 
mask or respirator. Avoid face-to-face contact with the person as much as possible. If caring for a small 
child, hold them as little as possible. To hold them safely, place their chin on your shoulder so any 
coughs or sneezes will move away from you. And, naturally, strictly follow the described hygiene 
guidelines. 

 Use masks safely. For facemasks and respirators to be effective, they must be used properly. Masks 
should be fitted to the nose and mouth without gapping. Do not reuse disposable facemasks. Launder 
and tumble-dry reusable masks. Whenever you remove a facemask or respirator, wash your hands with 
soap and water, or use an alcohol-based hand sanitizer if soap and water are not available. 

 Remind the sick person of hygienic habits. A sick person may have a hard time staying on top of hygiene. 
As a care-giver you can give gentle reminders: 

o Cover coughs and sneezes. 
o Wash hands thoroughly in soap and water, especially after coughing or sneezing, or use an 

alcohol-based hand sanitizer. 
o Throw used tissues away into a trash can lined with a disposable plastic bag. 
o Get plenty of rest and drink lots of clear fluids to prevent dehydration. 

 

Disclaimer: Information presented on this Article is for educational purposes. and is not given as medical 
advice. Nor is it intended to propose or offer to propose a cure for any disease or condition. Before starting 
any medical treatment, please consult your physician. 
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