MYTHS AND MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT THE MEDICAL MARVEL THAT IS
THE FLU VACCINE

In 1918, a particularly virulent strain of influenza is estimated to have infected 500 million people worldwide,
killing between 20 and 50 million people, and causing more fatalities than the entire course of the First World

War'.

It was not until the 1930s, and after many years of deadly influenza pandemics, that influenza was identified to be
caused by a virus and not a bacterial infection, a vital step towards developing an effective vaccine'.

Historically, as each new vaccine proved effective ina particular flu season, the following season would see scientists
discovering that some patients were not developing the necessary antibodies to the identified strain, which led to
the discovery of different influenza strains'.

Fortunately today, scientists now manufacture vaccines based on the monitoring of virus strains in circulation
around the world, updating the strains targeted by the vaccine in response'.

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), the flu vaccine is still the best way to prevent the flu Flu
viruses mutate very rapidly, and as the viruses spread, many different strains develop, which fall into 2 main types
namely influenza A and influenza B1'. Because flu viruses are constantly evolving, flu vaccines are updated from
one season to the next to protect against the viruses that research suggests will be common during the upcoming
flu season?.

For the past few years, a quadrivalent influenza vaccine has been available worldwide to protect against four
different flu viruses, including two influenza A viruses and two influenza B viruses®.

However, given that there have not been any confirmed detections of the one influenza B virus since March
2020, the World Health Organization Flu Vaccine Strain-Selection Committee has recommended switching
back to trivalent (three-strain) vaccines that include two influenza A strains plus just the one influenza B strain®.
This vaccine will be available in South Africa this month.

Despite over 60 years of medical research, clinical trials and proven safety and efficacy, as well as the fact that
the flu vaccine can reduce the chances of getting sick by up to 60%, many myths and misconceptions about the

potentially life saving medical intervention still exist®”.

Flu isn’t serious

Many people are still under the impression that flu isn’'t serious. According to the National Institute for
Communicable Diseases, seasonal flu results in between 6 000 and 11 000 deaths in South Africa annually, as a
result of flu complications. People who are more at risk of severe flu complications include the elderly, pregnant
women and those with chronic illnesses such as diabetes, lung disease, tuberculosis and heart disease®.

The flu vaccine causes flu

One common myth that exists is that the flu vaccine can cause flu. This is not true. To cause an infection, a flu
virus needs to reproduce, and no flu vaccine anywhere in the world contains viruses that can reproduce. Some
people may feel some minor side effects after being vaccinated, including slight fever, aches, or fatigue, but these
can all be normal signs that your immune system is learning to fight off the flu®.

One vaccine every few years should suffice

Some people think that the flu vaccine they had last year will protect them again the following year. Unlike other
vaccines, flu vaccines are not intended to last longer than one year. This is because flu viruses are constantly
changing, and flu vaccines are updated from one season to the next®.

Flu vaccines are dangerous for pregnant women
On the contrary, pregnant women are a higher risk group who should get the flu vaccine, since their immune
systems are weaker than usual. The inactivated flu vaccine is safe at any stage of pregnancyS.

Flu vaccines are painful

While the thought of a needle might make some people nervous or uncomfortable, medical innovation has also
advanced when it comes to administering the flu vaccination. A smart syringe, which is available in South Africa,
is one example, which has been designed for precise dosing and injection site comfort®. This is particularly helpful
given that the World Health Organisation recommends that children from the age of six months old should get
an annual flu vaccination?.

Speak to your doctor, pharmacist or local clinic about getting your flu vaccination as soon as possible.
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It is quick, easy and safe®’” and can protect you and your family from becoming seriously ill with flu, and limits

the spread of infection to family, friends and colleagues.
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