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I regret not getting the flu jab
When 62-year-old Steve Miller picked up what he thought was a cold, he
didn't think much of it at first. But within three days he was in intensive care
fighting for his life, with doctors warning his family he might not survive.

"I'd had typical flu symptoms, and I was short of breath and incredibly tired,"
he recalls. "But I deteriorated rapidly until every muscle in my body ached
and I started to go delirious.” Miller's worried partner Sam took him straight
to A&E.

Miller, from north London, had contracted the virulent H1N1 strain of
seasonal flu, which developed into double pneumonia (pneumonia
affecting both lungs) and began to shut down his organs. He was placed
into an induced coma and was unconscious and on life support for five
weeks.

While Sam and her son had recovered from the same flu strain after a few
days' bed rest, Miller couldn't fight off the virus, because his immune system
was weakened by medication he'd been taking to treat a rare skin
condition called pemphigus.

Despite being eligible for the free NHS flu vaccination - and against the
advice of his GP and dermatologist - Miller had always turned it down.

"I always thought that if I had the flu jab, it would give me everything going
because my immune system was suppressed," he says. "So I kept refusing
to have it."

Misconceptions
This is something Dr Tehseen Khan, a GP in Hackney, sees all too often and
which leaves vulnerable people at risk of becoming seriously ill.
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"There are misconceptions around the flu jab, the commonest one being
that having the jab actually gives you flu," he comments. "This is not true.
While you may have aches for a day or two after having the vaccine, it
doesn't result in you developing the flu." The flu injection doesn't contain
any live virus, so it's impossible for it to multiply in your system to cause a
flu infection.

Another myth, according to Khan, is that if you've had the vaccination
before, you're protected against the virus forever. "In reality, the flu virus is
very clever and changes frequently to survive," he adds. "So each annual
vaccine protects against the most common and important strains of flu
that season."

The flu jab is offered every year to people who are vulnerable to the illness
and more likely to develop potentially dangerous complications from it.

Eligible groups include pregnant women; the over-65s; people with certain
medical conditions like asthma, diabetes, and kidney disease; those who
have a reduced immune response due to certain medication,
chemotherapy, or illnesses like HIV and AIDS; and some children.

Low awareness
During the 2018-19 flu season, national vaccine uptake rates fell in all at-risk
groups apart from two- and three-year-olds, for whom uptake was 44.9%,
compared with 44% the previous year.

Among patients in one or more 'clinical' risk groups - such as people who
have an underlying medical condition or whose immune systems are
compromised - just 48% had the flu vaccination, down almost 3.5% on 2017-
18 and well below government targets.

Several factors contribute to low uptake, including a poor perception of
vaccinations in general across some sections of society. Inconvenience
and limited access are other reasons people don't have the jab.

But often, people decide against being vaccinated because they just don't
realise how bad flu can be, and don't think it's worth it.

"They confuse having a bad cold with the flu, but the two are very different.
Colds are a nuisance, whereas the flu can be deadly," says Kahn.
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If you have a suppressed immune system, an underlying medical condition,
or you're pregnant or over 65, it's more likely to lead to dangerous
complications like bronchitis or pneumonia, and potentially organ failure
and death. "I've seen devastating consequences of flu, including disability,"
Kahn adds. "Why risk it?"

Heed advice
Miller was lucky, and defied the odds to make a full recovery - but only after
hospital treatment taught him to swallow and walk again, followed by
months of physiotherapy to gradually build up his strength. And now, he
gladly takes up his annual invitation to have the flu vaccination.

"I've no doubt not having the flu jab was the downfall of me," Miller says.
"Ultimately, I lost nine months of my life through being stubborn and it was
awful."

His advice for people who are eligible for the NHS vaccine echoes Kahn's. "If
your doctor tells you to have it, then have it. Going against my doctor's
advice nearly cost me my life, and I wouldn't want anyone to go through
that."

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss I regret not getting the flu jab and find more trusted resources at Patient.
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