Flu or Cold? Know the Difference!
You’ve followed your doctor’s advice and had a flu shot. But this morning you woke up with a sore throat and a stuffy nose. What gives? Did the shot not work?

Don’t worry, say the experts, your flu shot is working. It’s just that you’ve caught a cold, not the flu.

It’s a popular misconception that a flu shot will keep you from catching any virus, But the fact is that it does not protect you from colds or other non-influenza viruses.

A flu shot will protect you from influenza - a highly contagious airborne virus that causes sudden onset of high fever, chills, cough, muscle and joint pain, headache, extreme fatigue or weakness, appetite loss, and, sometimes, a runny nose and sore throat. Flu can sometimes lead to serious complications, including bronchitis or pneumonia, which can be life-threatening. That is why it is recommended that everyone - but particularly high-risk individuals, such as the elderly and those with chronic heart, lung or kidney disease - get a flu shot. 

Cold symptoms include a runny or congested nose and sneezing, a sore or scratchy throat, mild or no fever, mild headache and mild cough. Unlike the flu, which usually sends people to bed, most people with colds feel miserable but can continue to carry out their daily activities. The so-called “stomach flu” - which causes nausea, vomiting, diarrhea and cramps - may be caused by a virus or some other type of gastrointestinal upset.

All Ontarians are eligible for free flu shots.

Influenza vaccine protects about 70 per cent of the people who receive a flu shot. Side effects are mild and may include soreness where the shot was given. Some people experience a fever and muscle ache within a day or two but most people have no adverse reaction. As well, it is impossible to catch the flu from a flu shot because the viruses in the vaccine are killed. 

Anyone who has a flu shot can still get the flu, but they won’t be as sick as they would be without the vaccination. Among seniors, a flu shot can prevent pneumonia in about six of ten people and can prevent death in more than eight out of ten people. Because the viruses that cause flu change often, people should get a new shot every year. 

If you’ve had your flu shot, is there anything else you can do to protect yourself from flu and other viruses?

One of the most important things you can do to protect yourself is to wash your hands frequently. Also, avoid touching your nose, eyes and mouth, as they are the routes viruses use to enter the body.

You can also build up your resistance to flu or colds by eating well, exercising regularly and getting plenty of rest. Getting some fresh air will also help, and using a humidifier in your home may keep your upper respiratory tract from becoming dry and, consequently, more vulnerable to viruses. 

And, if all else fails and you still get the flu, there’s one more thing you can do - stay home! You’ll recover faster and you won’t infect other people.
