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Flu Math: Summing the Unseen

As a nutrition guy, I suppose it would be nice to claim that my kids like Swiss chard better than French fries- but alas, it isn’t so.  I settle for my kids eating well overall, and certainly far better than most.  Similarly, as a preventive medicine specialist, it would be nice to claim that my whole family enthusiastically practices what I preach about flu prevention.  But here, too, we’ve hit a snag.


One of my daughters, away at college, texted her mother, who in turn told me, that she is ambivalent about getting the H1N1 vaccine.  This relates in part to the prevailing sentiment among her closest friends that those of us currently overseeing planetary operations are doing a pretty lousy job and are not to be trusted.  Frankly, it’s pretty hard to argue with that.

I can argue about the flu vaccine, however, because my daughter’s ambivalence- like that of so many others- is based on what she has heard, and what she hasn’t seen.  And both are misleading.


What she has heard- in the guise of widely circulating conspiracy theories I have recently addressed in this column- is that the flu vaccine is dangerous.  What she has not seen is any serious case of the H1N1 flu.  In fact, her note to my wife indicated that the several students at her school with flu had quite mild cases.


Let’s address both concerns, as I did in the letter I sent to my daughter.  


Regarding vaccine hazards, thus far there don’t appear to be any worth noting.  That is to say, the H1N1 vaccine has not been associated with any side effects not seen routinely with annual flu shots.  These, in turn, are generally very mild- such as soreness at the injection site.  Anything more serious is exceedingly rare.  There have been no serious adverse effects of the H1N1 vaccine reported to date. 
The second issue- not seeing serious cases of flu- invites a common fallacy, and a false sense of security.

Imagine that my daughter has, as advertised, seen ‘a few’ cases of the flu among her classmates- and all such cases have been mild.  What does it prove?

As widespread as it already is, H1N1 has thus far infected far less than 20% of the population.  If there are 30,000 students at my daughter’s university, widespread flu activity there would mean 6,000 infections.  They are clearly not there yet- but that threat looms.

Now imagine that this flu is serious enough to cause a truly serious infection about 1 time in 10,000.  In fact, it is probably worse than that, since there have been an estimated 21,000 hospitalizations for flu-related illness thus far.  But that number will do for our purposes.  And further, let’s assume that roughly 1 in ten of those serious cases turns lethal.  That number looks to be about right.
Even if fully 6,000 of my daughter’s fellow students were infected, the odds would be against her seeing a serious case- since those occur less often than 1 time in 6,000.  And she would be extremely unlikely to know anyone who died from influenza.

This low rate of disaster would seem an argument against immunization, but it is just the opposite!  Because the best path to follow is the path of least risk.
A vaccine with a serious side effect one time in 10,000, and lethal effects one time in 100,000 would be totally unacceptable.  The worst flu vaccine in history caused one death per 2 million people immunized! 

So even if this flu causes one serious case per 10,000, and one death per 100,000; and the current vaccine is as dangerous as the most dangerous flu vaccine in history-  the virus would still be more dangerous than the vaccine by well over an order of magnitude!  And these are assumptions that are quite favorable to the threat of the flu, and equally unfavorable to the entirely theoretical dangers of vaccination.

Like my daughter, I suspect most of you haven't seen a serious case of this flu yet.  But you haven't seen a vaccine side effect either!  Somehow, most people take the former to mean the threat of flu is small, and the latter to mean…nothing.  Conspiracy theory or no, that’s cooking the books.
I simply recommend applying the same math in both cases.  Whether or not you have personally witnessed any adverse vaccine effects, you can follow the tally on the CDC website (http://www.cdc.gov/h1n1flu/).  So far, it adds up to just about zero.  Similarly, you can track the toll of unseen flu on-line as well.  Those numbers, unfortunately, are much larger.
You have probably never seen a shark attack or lightning strike, yet you know they occur and can be lethal.  The flu deserves similar respect.

I hope neither you, nor my daughter, ever does see a fatal case of this flu.  But to help make sure it doesn’t happen, you should base your decisions for self-defense on a valid summing of unseen events.    That math overwhelmingly favors immunization.  
It does also leave room for some reassurance if you want the vaccine but can’t get it.  The odds of coming through the pandemic intact are very much in your favor either way.  And since my daughter apparently hasn’t made her mind up yet, I thank goodness for that!
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