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Like i t or not , many passengers 
travelling on your airline will bring 
more than their hand luggage on board 
with them. Many will bring along the 
influenza virus and spread it among 
passengers and crew.
 
So, how can you ensure the health of your 
passengers and crew during influenza 
season? Start by recognising the signs 
and symptoms of influenza and arm 
yourself with prevention strategies.
 
What is influenza?
Influenza or the ‘flu’ is a respiratory 
virus that is easily spread by coughing, 
sneezing or talking. Influenza can land 
on surfaces such as tray tables, arm 
rests, utensils, glassware and door 
knobs and then, when another person 
touches those surfaces and rubs his 
nose or eyes, he can ‘self-inoculate’ 
and introduce the virus into his mucous 
membranes.
 
The influenza season
In the nor thern hemisphere, the 
onset of flu season usually begins in 
October and increases among the 
general population until early spring. 
Meanwhile, the southern hemisphere flu 
season typically runs from April through 
September. Therefore, passengers and 
indeed airlines must be aware that it is 
flu season all the time somewhere in 
the world.
 
How to recognise influenza
The US Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) reports that 
healthy adults are able to infect other 
people with the flu one day before they 
experience symptoms and five days after 
getting sick. It is important to recognise 
the signs of flu and avoid contact with 
other people to help prevent the spread 
of disease.

The most common signs of influenza, 
according to the CDC, are:

• coughing; 

• a runny or stuffy nose; 

• fever or chills; 
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• �Stay in good health. Eat a healthy 
diet, manage your stress, exercise 
and get plenty of sleep. Do not smoke. 

 
To help prevent the spread of influenza, 
advise your passengers and crew to take 
the following steps:
 

• �Stay home and avoid contact with 
other people. 

• Rest as much as possible. 

• Drink plenty of fluids. 

• �Consider antiviral medications, which 
must be started within 48 hours of 
the onset of symptoms, and consult 
your medical adviser. 

 
High-risk individuals – the elderly, 
young children and people with chronic 
illnesses – are particularly susceptible to 
serious complications from the flu and 
should seek medical attention for:
 

• �shortness of breath or difficulty 
breathing; 

• �dehydration/vomiting/severe 
diarrhoea; 

• ��worsening of medical conditions, or; 

• ��profound weakness/fatigue. 
 
Don’t let influenza slow down your crew 
or passengers this season. Prevention 
of the virus is the key to healthy crew 
and passengers aboard your aircraft. 
Paying close attention to personal 
hygiene, frequent hand-washing and 
vaccinations may be the only steps 
necessary to stop influenza. 

• body aches and fatigue; 

• �headaches, and; 

• �diarrhoea (more commonly in 
children than adults). 

 
Many other respiratory illnesses have 
similar signs and symptoms to the 
flu, which means it may, for example, 
be dif ficult to distinguish between 
a common cold and the seasonal 
influenza.
 
To help prevent influenza, pass on the 
following advice to your passengers  
and crew:

• Obtain a seasonal flu vaccine. 

• �Avoid close contact with  
other people. 

• Avoid travel when you are sick. 

• �Cover your mouth and nose with a 
tissue when coughing or sneezing, 
then throw the tissue away. 

• �Wash your hands frequently with 
soap/water/friction and use a towel 
to dry your hands. Use a hand gel 
in between hand washings to clean 
your hands. 

• �Avoid touching your eyes, nose or 
mouth. Viruses are often spread by 
touching contaminated surfaces and 
then touching the eyes/nose/mouth. 

• �Clean surfaces frequently. Clean 
tray tables/hand rests, door 
knobs, control panels, phones and 
keyboards with a disinfectant. Carry 
disinfectant surface cleaners when 
travelling to clean surfaces in the 
hotel, such as the TV controls  
and telephones. 

Patricia M. Campbell is an 
active figure in the aviation and 
emergency response industries 
as a practising emergency nurse, 
flight nurse, author and consultant. 
The co-author of MedAire’s 
‘Manual of Inflight Medical Care’, 
Campbell has helped prepare flight 
crews with a training manual for 
managing medical emergencies.

The Regional International Medical 
Advisory is provided courtesy of 
ERA member MedAire.


