Keep Well This Winter campaign by Dr Tony Jewell, Chief Medical Officer for Wales

CMO4: Flu Jab


          

The flu season is here, so now is the time to book an appointment with your GP for a flu jab. The influenza virus is around all year but is most contagious over the winter months.  Spread by coughs and sneezes, its symptoms are similar to a severe cold.  However flu can lead to much more serious conditions such as bronchitis and pneumonia which may require hospital treatment. 
Older people, the young and anyone with lowered immunity, heart and kidney problems or respiratory illnesses such as asthma are most at risk of these complications, and should protect their health with a flu jab.  The vaccine has been developed to combat the strains of flu that are most virulent this year, so even if you had a jab last year or were infected by flu, then it is still important for you to have a flu jab this year. 

As well as being vaccinated, you can try to avoid catching flu by keeping your immune system strong.  Eating a healthy diet, taking regular exercise, getting enough rest and relaxation and not smoking are key ways to keep fit and healthy.  Try also to avoid people who are coughing and sneezing, especially if do not cover their mouth and nose.

Common flu symptoms

Flu has similar symptoms to a severe cold, with headaches, aching muscles, shivers and a high temperature, but unlike a cold, flu strikes suddenly and affects the whole body. It lasts about a week and generally leaves you feeling exhausted for weeks afterwards. Cold symptoms tend to come on gradually and usually affect only the nose, throat, sinuses and upper chest.  Although you feel rather miserable with a cold, you are still usually able to get on with life and recover fully after about a week.

Treatment

If you do catch flu, then make sure that you keep warm, get plenty of rest and drink lots of non-alcoholic drinks.  Antibiotics will not work against a virus such as the flu, but muscle aches, headaches and high temperatures may be relieved by taking paracetamol or aspirin (although you should not give aspirin to children under 16 years old or to anyone with a peptic ulcer). 

Having a flu jab and so protecting your health is a valuable individual contribution to Health Challenge Wales, the national focus for action to improve health and well-being.

Call 0845 606 4050 for a free Health Challenge Wales action pack which has plenty of advice on protecting your health and keeping fit and healthy.   Look out too for a ‘Get the flu jab and not the flu’ leaflet produced by the Welsh Assembly Government at your GP surgery.  

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Why do you need to have a flu jab every year?

A: The vaccine needs to be tailored each year to the flu strains likely to be in circulation. Just because you had the flu or were vaccinated against it last year, doesn’t make you immune this year.  It is still important for you to have an annual vaccination.  

Q: Does the flu jab give you instant protection against the flu?

A: No, your body needs 10 to 21 days before it can make antibodies to the virus so you may still be at risk from catching the virus during this period (this is why some people believe that the flu jab has actually given them flu).  Most people who have been vaccinated are protected against those particular strains of flu for about a year, and even if they do catch another strain is the effects are likely to be milder than if they had not been vaccinated. 

Q: Does the flu jab have any side effects?

A: Flu vaccinations have been around for more than50 years and are very safe.  You may get some soreness at the point where you were injected.  Very occasionally people have a slight temperature or aching muscles for a few days.  These reactions will normally disappear without treatment in a day or so.

Q: Is it worth making an appointment with the GP if you get flu?

A: You should contact your GP especially if your temperature doesn't settle after four or five days; your symptoms get worse; you develop chest pain or become short of breath or severe earache.  If you are worried about any symptoms you may have, and are unsure whether to contact your doctor, call NHS Direct Wales on 0845 46 47, and speak to a qualified nurse who can assess your symptoms and advise you accordingly. 

Call Age Concern Cymru and Help the Aged in Wales on 029 2043 1555 or visit www.kwtw.org.uk for more information about the Keep Well This Winter campaign. 

-Ends-

Notes

Keep Well This Winter is a Welsh Assembly Government campaign which provides information and support to people aged 65 and over, to enable them to keep well during the winter months. It runs from September to February and its key themes are Keep Warm, Keep Well and Keep Safe.

Key partners in the campaign are: Age Concern Cymru; Care & Repair Cymru; Eaga Partnership; Energy Saving Trust; Firebrake Wales; Food Standards Agency Wales; NHS Direct Wales; National Public Health Service; RNIB Cymru and Wales Pension Service.  It is further supported by Energywatch Wales; Help the Aged Cymru; Care Forum Wales; Energy Efficiency Advice Centres; Citizens’ Advice Cymru; National Energy Action Wales and RoSPA.

Further details are available throughout the winter on the Keep Well This Winter website www.kwtw.org.uk.

