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What are the symptoms of swine flu, and how serious is it?
Swine flu symptoms are similar to the symptoms of seasonal influenza—fever, cough sore throat, body aches, headache, chills, and fatigue. Some people have also reported diarrhea, nausea, and vomiting. Like seasonal influenza, symptoms of swine flu can range from very mild to quite severe. To date, most swine flu cases in the U.S. have been relatively mild and appear to respond well to two antiviral drugs, Tamiflu and Relenza.

What will MIT Medical do if I have influenza symptoms?
We’ll run a rapid flu test. If it’s positive for influenza A, you’ll be tested for H1N1, the specific influenza A subtype that is associated with the current outbreak of swine flu. MIT Medical can’t run the H1N1 test—we’ll outsource it to the Massachusetts Department of Public Health and the Centers for Disease Control—so it will take a few days to get the results.
What does “H1N1” stand for?
Influenza A is the most common genus of the influenza virus. H1N1 is one of four main influenza A virus subtypes that have been isolated in pigs and is the subtype determined to be causing the current outbreak in humans. The H1N1 designation describes proteins on the surface of the virus. “H1” indicates that the virus has a hemagglutinin protein—which allows the virus to attach to human cells—of type one. “N1” indicates that the virus has a neuraminidase protein—which allows newly synthesized viruses to detach from the cells and spread—of type one.

Does MIT Medical have enough Tamiflu?
As part of emergency preparedness planning, MIT Medical stockpiles adequate supplies of Tamiflu and Relenza (the other antiviral drug that can be used for treating swine flu) to immediately deal with an initial surge of flu cases. The state also maintains a large stockpile of Tamiflu (enough to treat 50,000 patients), and the federal government just released 25 percent of its large Tamiflu supply, some of which is being sent to Massachusetts. MIT Medical can tap these resources if we need additional doses.

How can I keep from getting sick?
Members of the MIT community are urged to follow the same strategies they would ordinarily use to protect themselves and others during a normal cold and flu season: Wash your hands frequently and thoroughly with soap and warm water, or use an alcohol-based hand sanitizer; cover coughs and sneezes; avoid touching your eyes, nose, and mouth; and stay home if you are feeling sick. 

Can I get a flu shot?
The flu vaccine that was available for the recent influenza season is no longer available. In any case, we still don’t know whether that flu vaccine will offer any protection against the new swine flu strain.

I’ve seen people in Mexico wearing surgical masks when they go out in public. Can I get a surgical mask at MIT Medical?
MIT Medical does not dispense masks and does not recommend the use of masks by healthy people as a preventative measure. If you are sick, however, wearing a mask may help protect others by preventing you from spreading the virus when you sneeze or cough. Surgical masks can be purchased at most pharmacies and surgical supply houses.  

Should I get tested if I have just traveled to Mexico or another area where the swine flu has shown up?
You only need to be tested if you have symptoms of influenza, such as fever, muscle aches, sore throat, and cough. If you are not having any of those symptoms, there is no need for you to be tested. 

What should I do if I develop symptoms of swine flu?
If you have flu-like symptoms—fever, cough, sore throat, body aches, headache, chills, and fatigue—you should contact your primary care provider’s office directly. If you don’t have a primary care provider, call MIT Medical’s main number at 617-253-4481 or 617-258-0656, TTY. Benefits-eligible MIT employees who are not members of the MIT Health Plan are still eligible for free, 15-minute visits at MIT Medical’s Urgent Care Service or with an MIT Medical primary care provider through MIT’s primary care benefit.

Is it safe to travel to Mexico or other areas where swine flu has been found?
On April 27, 2009, the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) issued a travel advisory recommending that people avoid “non-essential travel to Mexico” (e.g., that they postpone Mexican vacations or other non-necessary trips to the country). For up-to-date CDC travel warnings, advisories, and other notices for Mexico and other destinations, visit the CDC’s travelers’ health page (http://wwwn.cdc.gov/travel/).

For additional information on swine flu, visit the CDC’s swine influeneza page (http://www.cdc.gov/swineflu/) and the public health blog (http://publichealth.blog.state.ma.us/) of the Massachusetts Department of Public Health.
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