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Can the flu jab really give you the flu?
Winter is coming and with it the dreaded flu virus. But many people put off
having their flu jab for fear it gives them the flu, when in fact it's your best
defence against the nasty illness. A GP and a pharmacist explain why.

It's that time of year again, summer is coming to an end and winter is on its
way - so flu season is coming at us in full force. It doesn't matter how
healthy you are, anyone can get struck down with the illness so it's vital
you're protected.

That means keeping up with your yearly flu jabs. But there's one myth about
the flu vaccine that prevails and stops people getting immunised: that the
flu jab gives you the flu.

While some people may feel slightly unwell after having the flu jab, the
simple fact is it doesn't give you the flu, according to Dr George Kassianos,
immunisation lead at the Royal College of GPs.

"The inactivated [killed] injectable flu jab cannot give you flu as the virus is
dead. What remains in the vaccine is the ability to produce antibodies," he
says.

The flu jab does contain parts of the flu virus, but the virus is dead so it
cannot infect the body.

Instead, what it does, is trigger an immune response in the body so you're
able to produce antibodies to the virus before you've even got the flu.
Antibodies are a protein produced by your plasma cells and carried in your
blood to strengthen your immune response to bacteria and viruses -
they're your body's natural defence mechanism.

That means if you do come into contact with the live virus, your body is
already prepared to fight it off and you're unlikely to become ill.
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Phil Day, Pharmacy2U's, superintendent pharmacist, added: "You can't get
flu from the flu jab, because the injection doesn't contain any active virus. It
just allows the body's immune system to recognise the virus so it can fight it
later, if you are exposed to it.

"If you feel 'fluey' after the jab, you might have caught a different virus, or
you might have been exposed to the flu virus before the vaccine had a
chance to start working - which is why it's important to get it in the autumn,
before the flu season starts.

"We know the flu jab works, but it's not 100% guaranteed to prevent every
case of flu - however, if you do catch flu after having the jab, it's likely to be
much milder and quicker than it would otherwise have been."

I got it last year, so why do I need it this year?
You need to get your flu jab every year because each flu season we are
exposed to different viruses. Over the year, the flu virus mutates, so we are
likely to be exposed to a different bug than we were the winter before,
meaning your body isn't as equipped to fight it.

There are three main types of flu virus: A, B and C. Types A and B are the
most common bugs spread in winter and cause more severe symptoms of
aching, a high fever, coughing and sniffling. Type C is less common and
causes less severe symptoms.

Type A is capable of infecting both humans and animals, while type B only
infects humans. Both are culprits behind flu epidemics.

Each year the World Health Organization (WHO) looks at data on flu viruses
and predicts which strains are likely to cause the biggest problems during
winter.

It then produces a vaccine based on these viruses to protect you through
the flu season. But the flu virus mutates incredibly quickly, so even once a
vaccine has been produced a new virus of flu could be circulating.

"The flu viruses, particularly the A virus, can mutate from the time WHO
gives the vaccine producers the virus against which to produce vaccines,"
Kassianos explains.
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"This means the vaccine antibodies may not fully recognise the mutated
virus - it depends on the degree of mutation. For this reason, we produce
new vaccines and vaccinate every year."

Day adds: "Flu viruses mutate over time, and last year's flu viruses will be
different to this year's - therefore, last year's jab won't necessarily protect
you this year. Every February, the circulating flu viruses are analysed, and
then new vaccines are made to cover the virus strains that will be
circulating in the next winter."

Who needs to get a flu jab?
In short, everyone can benefit from a flu vaccine. Even if you're fit, healthy
and young, having your vaccine can increase herd immunity. The more
people that have their vaccine, the more resistant the community is to the
virus, therefore the flu is less likely to spread as fast as it would if vaccines
didn't exist.

Fit and healthy adults are less likely to become seriously ill when they catch
flu as their body is able to fight the virus off quicker. By contrast, vulnerable
people like the elderly, young children, pregnant women and
immunocompromised people are far more likely to become seriously
unwell - and in some cases the virus can be deadly - so it's vital we all do
our bit to stop the spread of flu.

Here's who is eligible for a free NHS flu vaccine at their local GP or
pharmacist:

All children aged 2-10 years.

People aged 6 months to under 65 years in clinical risk groups.

Pregnant women.

People aged 65 years and over.

People in long-stay residential care homes.

Carers.

Close contacts of immunocompromised people.
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For children aged 2 to 17 years, a live attenuated quadrivalent vaccine
(LAIV) is available in the form of a nasal spray.

For adults up to the age of 65 years, a quadrivalent injected vaccine,
designed to protect against four flu viruses - two type A and two type B - is
offered.

Past experience has suggested, however, that people aged over 65 years
don't get quite the same protection from the standard form of flu vaccine.
They do much better if they're given an 'adjuvanted' vaccine designed to
cover three strains of flu, of a 'cell-grown' quadrivalent vaccine - evidence
shows they're equally effective in over-65s - and one of these will be
offered to all over-65s this season.

To find out more about the flu jab, or to book a time to have your vaccine,
speak with your local pharmacist.

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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