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Health-care worker, protect thyself—get a flu shot!
The numbers don’t lie—health-care professionals tell their patients one thing and then do another. Despite the proven effectiveness and safety of the influenza vaccine, only about 56 percent of staff at acute-care facilities in our region received a flu shot last year. 
Given the health-care worker’s increased risk for contracting influenza and the minimal side effects of the vaccine, it’s a mystery that more health-care workers aren’t protecting themselves and the ones they care about from this potentially deadly virus. 
The risk to health-care professionals and their families is real. The very nature of a health-care worker’s job—helping those who are sick—places you at a greater risk for contracting influenza. Most healthy adults who get the virus will recover within a week or so. Children under the age of two, however, are at the same risk of being hospitalized with influenza-related complications as adults over the age of 65. And although the elderly account for 90 percent of flu-related deaths, there are otherwise healthy children and adults who die every year from this highly preventable virus. In every classroom full of 30 kids, 10 will likely get infected. 
Because adults can be contagious for up to 24 hours before exhibiting symptoms—some never show any symptoms at all—it is possible to spread the virus unknowingly. One study conducted by British researchers showed that of the health-care workers they tested, 23 percent had been exposed to influenza. A majority of them—59 percent— didn’t even realize it. These health-care workers could very well have caused serious problems for babies under the age of six months, the elderly or people with weakened immune systems. 
While the flu vaccine is considered safe for everyone unless contraindicated, it is not as effective in the elderly or those who have chronic conditions. As for babies under six months of age, their immune systems are not yet sufficiently developed to create the antibodies needed to fight the virus—which is how the vaccine works—so they are left completely defenceless. The best way to protect these people is to limit their exposure by ensuring that those around them have had their flu shot.

Mary Ferguson-Paré, President of the Registered Nurses’ Association of Ontario, understands the link between getting the flu shot and keeping her family safe. “I get the flu shot every year because it is the right thing to do. The odds of acquiring influenza in the community are high, and I have elderly parents and patients that I need to protect. To protect them, I have to protect myself. The risk involved in getting the flu shot is minuscule, but the benefits are huge.”
Research shows that a vaccination is the single most effective action someone can take to prevent influenza infection and transmission among family, friends, co-workers and patients. Hand-washing helps, too, but only if we do it; a CBC-TV Marketplace study showed that health-care workers wash their hands between patients only 5 to 30 percent of the time. 
Another preventative measure is to avoid close contact with sick individuals, but that is hardly realistic for a health-care provider. And while antiviral medications are available, they must be administered within 24–48 hours of infection, long before most people even realize they have the virus. 
When asked why he gets the flu shot, Dr. Robert Cushman, CEO of the Champlain LHIN, replied that he gets it because the numbers are clear. “The more people you’re in contact with, the higher your chances of contracting the flu and spreading it to others. In my job I see a lot of people. If I’m not protected, I’m putting them at increased risk for contracting a potentially deadly disease and that is simply not acceptable.”
A smart choice. The right choice.
Getting vaccinated couldn’t be easier! Visit your family doctor or drop in to any of the many influenza vaccination clinics being held in our area. 
Here at (name of facility), vaccination clinics are being held on (date)(time) at (location).
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