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Did you know diseases are passed to humans many different ways? If 
proper care isn’t followed or maintained, diseases can quickly spread, 
creating pandemics that affect thousands of people across the globe. The 
Ebola outbreak of 2014, which started in West Africa, spread rapidly to 
tens of thousands of people. Without proper care, thousands of infected 
people died. In this book, you’ll examine pandemics and explore what 
they are, how they happen, and how to prevent them in the future.
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The 2009 H1N1 virus quickly spread  
from person to person.

A terrible disaster struck the world in 
2009 and 2010. In the course of about 
15 months, approximately 60.8 million 
people in the United States became sick. 
A strain of influenza, or flu, called H1N1 
was spreading quickly. This was the 
first major influenza pandemic, or large 
outbreak, of the 2000s. Some estimate 
as many as 284,500 to 575,400 people 
worldwide died. Determining the number 
of people affected is difficult. Some of the 
hardest-hit countries, especially in Africa, 
often do not record medical statistics or 
deaths from specific illnesses. Numbers 
from these countries are only estimates. 

Influenza 
Pandemic

ONE

5   
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The name H1N1 refers to the 

proteins hemagglutinin (H) and 

neuraminidase (N) in the virus. 

The number refers to the protein’s 

subtype. There are sixteen subtypes 

of hemagglutinin, and nine subtypes 

of neuraminidase. H1N1 was 

first detected in a boy in Mexico 

in February 2009. The first U.S. 

case of H1N1 was diagnosed on 

April 15, 2009. 

The Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC) is the 

government agency responsible for 

protecting the United States from 

health, safety, and security threats. 

The CDC defines an epidemic 

as many cases of a disease in 

any given area. If that disease 

spreads to a wider area, covering 

multiple countries or continents, 

it is considered a pandemic. 

A CDC microbiologist examines an influenza virus  
to understand the infection better.

THE PANDEMIC 
SEVERITY INDEX
In 2007, the U.S. 
Department of Health 
and Human Services 
recommended a system 
to categorize pandemics 
on a scale of 1 to 5, with 
5 being the worst. The 
scale, called the Pandemic 
Severity Index, calls 
for different responses 
based on the level. These 
responses range from 
simple measures, such 
as washing hands for 
low-level pandemics, 
to more drastic steps, 
such as closing schools 
and businesses for more 
serious pandemics. The 
severity of a pandemic 
is based on how fast 
the virus is spread from 
person to person, as well 
as the number of people 
who die from the disease.
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In June 2009, the World Health 

Organization (WHO) declared 

H1N1 a pandemic.

The CDC quickly started 

developing a vaccine that would 

protect people from H1N1. Vaccines 

are weakened versions of a virus 

that are injected into people to train 

their bodies to fight off the disease. 

Within two months of the first official 

diagnosis, there were more than 

18,000 confirmed cases of H1N1 

in the United States. Eventually, 

people living in 74 countries got the 

disease. Supplies of the vaccine were 

low, so it was first given to the most 

vulnerable populations, including the 

elderly and those with other medical 

conditions.

SIX PHASES OF A 
PANDEMIC
The World Health 
Organization (WHO) 
has divided the life of 
a pandemic into six 
phases. In phase one, 
viruses in animals do not 
cause disease in humans. 
In phase two, a virus 
among animals causes 
infection in humans, and 
therefore the possibility 
of a pandemic exists. In 
phase three, small groups 
of humans are infected. 
In phase four, the disease 
is spread through 
enough human-to-human 
contact to cause greater 
outbreaks. In phase 
five, the virus spreads 
between two countries. 
An outbreak is upgraded 
to phase six when the 
virus spreads to more 
than two countries.

The H1N1 vaccine was sent around the world to be distributed to 
the most vulnerable populations first.
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END OF THE PANDEMIC
In November 2009 the disease slowed down, allowing 

nearly 80 million people to get doses of the quickly 

produced vaccine. A large vaccinated population helped 

stop H1N1 from spreading as quickly. On August 10, 

2010, the WHO declared the H1N1 pandemic was over. 

However, influenza is a disease that returns on a 

regular basis. The flu is more common during the winter 

months, peaking in the Northern Hemisphere in February. 

The time of year when influenza is most common and 

Members of the U.S. Army receive the seasonal  
influenza vaccine.
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widespread is called the flu season. Although it stopped 

rapidly spreading, H1N1 did not disappear. In fact, 

H1N1 has returned every flu season since, along with the 

regular seasonal influenza. Now an H1N1 vaccination 

is included in the same dose as the seasonal flu shot. 

People are being protected against both diseases with 

one vaccine.

The flu is not the only virus that can cause fear. 

Many pandemics have surfaced over the years. Some 

are quickly cured, while others take longer to contain. 

The Ebola outbreak in 2014 was the most recent virus 

to spread.
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H1N1 was nicknamed swine flu 
because it was originally found 
in pigs. Members of the media 
were quick to use the name 
“swine flu” for the virus that 
caused the pandemic of 2009, 
because the name was catchier 
and easier to remember than 
H1N1. This name led people to 
believe mistakenly they could 
catch the disease from eating 
pig products. Several countries 
banned pork product imports. 
Scientists had to explain how the 

virus worked, and that it could 
only be transmitted from human 
to human. Scientists pointed to 
evidence gathered over many 
years that showed how diseases 
spread. They pushed for the 
disease to be referred to as 
H1N1 rather than swine flu. The 
public relations effort succeeded 
in getting many media outlets 
to refer to the disease as H1N1, 
but the name swine flu was still 
used by the general public. 

HOW SCIENCE WORKS
SWINE FLU MISCONCEPTIONS
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