
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 Pandemic flu Covid-19 

The virus An Influenza virus of the Orthomyxoviridae 
family that is new to science and is newly 
infecting humans; most likely to be an A virus 

Caused by SARS-CoV-2, a beta-coronavirus; in the 
same family of viruses that cause SARS and MERS 

Timing of 
occurrence 

Outbreaks occur infrequently; four influenza 
pandemics were recorded in the past 100 years; 
however, they can emerge at any time of year  

Emerged ~December 2019 around Wuhan, China 
and developed into a non-seasonal pandemic; 
once the virus reaches an endemic phase, may 
begin to show seasonal properties, like influenza 

Mode of 
spread 

Human-to-human, primarily from droplets 
generated by coughing or sneezing, less 
commonly through contact with contaminated 
surfaces; the index case or other early cases 
may result from animal-to-human transmission 
 

Original jump likely animal-to-human; transmission 
now fully human-to-human; virus is primarily 
transmitted by aerosol and droplets; surface 
transmission is uncommon 

Who is at 
risk? 

Depends on the strain. The 1918 pandemic 
influenza primarily impacted children under 5, 
20-40 year-olds, and those >65 years of age. 
The 2009 H1N1 virus primarily affected children 
and young-to-middle-aged adults. 

Covid-19 infections in the United States are 
prevalent in all age groups, however risk for 
severe disease and death is significantly higher in 
those 75 years of age and older 

Caseload 
and 
Fatalities 

The 1918 pandemic led to an estimated 
675,000 deaths in the United States; the global 
tally was at least 50 million. The 2009 H1N1 
pandemic caused an estimated 60 million U.S. 
cases and 12,500 deaths; this pandemic was 
considered relatively mild and future flu 
pandemics could have more severe outcomes.  

By Summer of 2022, Covid-19 had caused an 
estimated 88.4 million U.S cases and nearly 1.2 
million deaths. Globally it had resulted in an 
estimated 14-19 million deaths. 

Vaccine 
availability 

Stockpile of “pre-pandemic” vaccine for H5N1 
strain available; if a pandemic strain is not a 
match for the stockpiled strain, a new vaccine 
will need to be rapidly developed using existing 
flu vaccine platform technologies 

No availability at onset of pandemic; vaccines 
were developed and made available under 
Emergency Use Authorizations ~1 year into the 
pandemic 

Covid-19 is the most recent in a long line of emerging infectious diseases 
(EID) that have resulted in public health crises. Scientists warn that more 
EIDs, from novel influenza strains to new coronaviruses, are certain to 
emerge in the future. 
  
U.S. preparation for influenza pandemics can provide an outsized benefit, 
including by assisting with our preparedness for other respiratory 
pandemics. 
 
How are pandemic flu and Covid-19 distinct? 
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