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The Next Wave of the H1N1 Flu Virus

Pandemic H1N1 influenza has demonstrated how rapidly a new strain of flu can emerge and spread 
around the world.  Pandemic H1N1 has been reported in countries all over the world since the 
outbreak began last spring. While the initial wave of the H1N1 flu this spring in the United States 
briefly dominated news headlines, its impact was relatively moderate.  But the nation—the business 
community, in particular—cannot let down its guard.  Federal officials warn that a second wave of 
pandemic H1N1 influenza has begun and could be even more widespread.  It will be very hard to tell 
if someone who is sick has pandemic H1N1 flu or seasonal flu.  And with both pandemic H1N1 and 
seasonal circulating come this fall, it could mean twice the amount of employee absenteeism.

Absenteeism
Imagine that 10% of your employees are too sick to come to work on any given day.  Imagine that 
over the course of several months to a year 15% or more of your workforce is absent for weeks.  
Imagine that the other businesses you rely on are also facing the same massive absentee rates.

Each winter in the United States, the seasonal flu kills approximately 36,000 people, hospitalizes 
more than 200,000, and costs the U.S. economy more than $10 billion in lost productivity and direct 
medical expenses. In communities where H1N1 flu circulated this past spring, the infection rate was 
roughly 6% to 8% over a three- to four-week period.  During this winter season, infection rates could 
be two to three times higher, as both the H1N1 flu and the seasonal flu circulate and sicken people 
simultaneously. With that much of the population affected, the H1N1 flu could disrupt your business. 

Influenza is difficult to predict, and so is future absenteeism. Still, business owners and managers 
should be familiar with attendance rates so that if absenteeism rises above ordinary levels they can 
then take actions to protect employee’s health and maintain business operations. Absenteeism—
whether the outlook is similar to spring 2009, causing minimal effects, or more widespread and 
severe, having more prolonged impacts—will be the central issue that businesses wrestle with during 
this pandemic.  Businesses should focus on reducing the transmission of the influenza virus in the 
workplace (regardless if it’s pandemic H1N1 or seasonal), keeping employees healthy, and 
maintaining business continuity. 



Preparing for the Flu:  A Communication Toolkit

The purpose of this packet is to provide information and communication resources to help 
businesses and employers implement recommendations from CDC’s Guidance for Business and 
Employers to Plan and Respond to the 2009-2010 Influenza Season.

This packet includes:

How to Plan and Prepare 

Questions and Answers for Businesses

Fact Sheet for Employees

Stop!  Do You Feel Sick? Poster (available for download on www.buttecounty.net/publichealth )

Additional Communication Resources for Businesses to Share with Employees

Why should businesses plan for a flu response?
Businesses may have already been impacted by the spring pandemic H1N1 flu outbreak.  Steps 
can be taken now to slow the spread of the flu in the workplace. It is also possible that flu 
conditions may become more severe, so it is important to plan now for how to respond under those 
circumstances. 

Business planning for pandemic influenza is essential to minimize a pandemic’s impact.
Planning from the outset can help protect your business and your employees if flu conditions 
become more severe.  Planning can help:

- Minimize disruption to business activities,

- Protect employee’s health and safety, and 

- Limit the negative impact to the community, economy, and society.

Why should we be concerned about the spread of the flu in the workplace?
The workplace may act as a “point of spread,” where employees can easily spread flu to their fellow 
employees as well as to others in the community.  
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� Review your current pandemic flu plan or develop a new plan. Conduct an exercise, drill, or 
discussion to test key components of your plan.

� Identify essential business functions and critical supply chains (e.g. raw materials, 
suppliers, sub-contractor services/products, and logistics) that are needed to keep your business 
running.  Plan how your business will operate if a high number of employees must stay home or 
supply chains are interrupted.

� Communicate, Communicate, Communicate with your emp loyees. Share your plan with 
employees and explain what policies, leave options, pay, and benefits will be available to them.  A 
recent survey, conducted by Angus Reid Strategies for Mansfield Communications Inc., 
interviewed a national representative sample of workers to gauge the readiness of workers for the 
pending H1N1 pandemic.  Sixty-nine percent of respondents say they have received no 
communication about policies in the workplace pertaining to pandemic H1N1—not even 
information related to hand washing or sick leave.  Furthermore the poll found that a large majority 
(84%) of American workers believe the recession creates more pressure to show up for work—
even if they are feeling sick.

“Many workers are understandably concerned about how absenteeism due to sickness will impact 
their job security in the current economic environment.  However, sick employees coming into the 
office during the pandemic H1N1 flu season will undermine the health and productivity of the 
entire workplace, “said Rob Ireland, partner at Mansfield Communications, Inc.

During a pandemic, it is recommended that employers become trusted sources of information and 
help employees make the right choices.

� Review sick-leave policies and consider making them  flexible and consistent with public 
health recommendations. Public Health is advising those businesses who currently require a 
doctors note for extended sick-leave to relax such policies; so as to not overwhelm doctor’s offices 
and/or clinics with sick people.  Make sure that employees are well-aware of your office policies.

� Try to provide flexible leave policies to allow workers to stay home to care for sick household 
members or for children, if schools dismiss students or childcare programs close.

� Share best practices with other businesses in your community. Work with companies in 
your supply chain as well as chambers of commerce and local associations to improve response 
efforts.

� Provide education to employees about respiratory et iquette and proper hand hygiene.
(e.g. reminders about washing hands, using alcohol-based hand cleaners, and coughing/sneezing 
into a tissue or their sleeve.)

� Provide education to employees on tips to stay heal th this flu season. (Please refer to Fact 
Sheet for Employees; 8 Ways You Can Stay Healthy at Work)

� Add a “widget” or “button” to your company Web page o r employee Web site so 
employees can access the latest information on the flu.

� Purchase supplies such as tissues, soap, office cleaning/disinfecting wipes and alcohol-based 
hand cleaners to encourage healthful habits in the workplace.
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How do I keep my employees from getting sick?

Businesses should take the following steps to keep employees from getting sick with flu.  These 
steps should be followed ALL the time, not only during flu outbreak.

Advise all employees to stay home if they are sick until at least 24 hours after they no longer 
have a fever (100 degrees Fahrenheit or 38 degrees Celsius) or signs of a fever (have chills, feel 
very warm, has a flushed appearance, or is sweating).  This should be determined without the use of 
fever-reducing medicines (any medicine that contain ibuprofen or acetaminophen).  They should 
stay home until at least 24 hours after they no longer have a fever, even if they are using antiviral 
medicines.  Businesses should review their policies and practices to consider ways to allow flexibility 
for employees to stay home when they are sick.

Encourage respiratory etiquette by…

� providing education and reminders about covering coughs and sneezes with tissues or 
coughing/sneezing into our sleeves

� easy access to tissues and trash cans

Encourage hand hygiene by…

� providing education and reminders about washing their hands

� easy access to running water and soap or alcohol-based hand cleaners

Separate employees who become sick at work from oth er staff and ask them to go home.

Routinely clean surfaces and items that are more li kely to have frequent hand contact with 
cleaning agents that are usually used in these areas.  The influenza virus may live up to two days on 
hard surfaces like door knobs, sinks, handles, railings, or counters (depending on humidity and 
temperature).

Encourage sick employees at higher risk of complica tions from flu to contact their health 
care provider as soon as possible. Taking antiviral medicines early might prevent severe 
complications from the flu, such as hospitalizations or death.  People at higher risk for flu 
complications include pregnant women and people with chronic medical conditions (such as asthma, 
heart disease, or diabetes).

Prepare for employees to stay home from work and pl an ways for essential business 
functions to continue. Employees may stay home because they are sick, need to care for sick 
household members, or because schools have been dismissed and they need to care for their 
children.  Cross-train staff to perform essential functions so that the business can continue operating.

Encourage all employees who want protection from fl u to get vaccinated for seasonal flu.
Also encourage employees who are at higher risk for 2009 H1N1 flu complications to get the 2009 
H1N1 flu vaccine.  People at higher risk for 2009 H1N1 flu complications include pregnant women 
and people with chronic medical conditions (such as asthma, heart disease, or diabetes).  Review 
the health benefits you offer your employees and consider including flu vaccination.  
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What is the best way to practice good respiratory e tiquette?
The main way that influenza viruses are thought to spread is from person to person in respiratory 
droplets of coughs and sneezes. (This is called "droplet spread.") This can happen when droplets 
from a cough or sneeze of an infected person are propelled through the air and deposited on the 
mouth or nose of people nearby. Influenza viruses may also be spread when a person touches 
respiratory droplets on another person or an object and then touches their own mouth or nose (or 
someone else’s mouth or nose) before washing their hands.

To help stop the spread of germs, cover your mouth and nose with a tissue when you cough or 
sneeze. If you don't have a tissue, cough or sneeze into your upper sleeve, not your hands. Put 
your used tissue in the waste basket.  Clean your hands after coughing or sneezing

What is the best way to practice good hand hygiene?

Wash your hands with soap and water for at least 20 seconds (the time it takes to sing the “Happy 
Birthday” song at moderate speed).  Be sure to wash both sides of the hands, between fingers 
and under nails.  That is the best way to keep your hands from spreading the virus

Alcohol-based hand cleaners containing at least 60% alcohol are also effective.  After applying the 
hand cleaner, rub hands until dry.  

How long should a sick employee stay home?

Under current flu conditions, employees with flu-like symptoms should stay home for at least 24 
hours after they no longer have a fever (100 degrees Fahrenheit or 38 degrees Celsius) or signs 
of a fever (have chills, feel very warm, have a flushed appearance, or are sweating).  This should 
be determined without the use of fever-reducing medications (any medicine that contains 
ibuprofen or acetaminophen).

The sick person may decide to stop taking fever-reducing medicines as he or she begins to feel 
better.  This person should continue to monitor his or her temperature until it has been normal for 
24 hours. Sick people should stay at home, except if they need to get medical care, and they 
should avoid contact with others.  Keeping people with a fever at home may reduce the number of 
people who get infected with the flu virus. 

Butte County Public Health is not recommending a doctor’s note for re-entry into the work place. 
For those businesses who require a doctor’s note, public health is recommending that these 
policies be relaxed, so that health care providers are not overwhelmed with requests. 

Should household members of sick people stay home, too?

No, an employee with an ill household member may go to work.  It is especially important that 
these employees monitor themselves for illness. Employees with school-aged children may need 
to stay home to care for their children.  Employers should review leave policies for the flexibility to 
allow employees to stay home if they need to care for their children or other household members.



!
������������"������
����#
��������

Can the flu virus live on surfaces, such as compute r keyboards?

Yes, the virus can live on hard objects up to two days—depending on humidity and temperature.  
Flu viruses may be spread when a person with the flu touches a hard surface (such as a desk or 
doorknob) or an object (such as a keyboard or pen).  If someone without the flu were to touch 
any of these surfaces, the virus could be spread if the person were to then touch his or her eyes, 
nose, or mouth.  Routine cleaning of surfaces will help stop the virus from spreading in this way.

� Routinely clean surfaces and items that are more likely to have frequent hand contact with 
cleaning agents that are usually used in these areas. 

How do I know if someone has pandemic H1N1 flu or s easonal flu?

It will be very hard to tell if someone who is sick has 2009 H1N1 flu or seasonal flu.  Public 
Health officials and medical authorities will not be recommending laboratory tests.  Anyone who 
has flu-like illness should stay home and not go to work.

Symptoms of flu include fever or chills and cough or sore throat.  In addition; symptoms of flu can 
include runny nose, body aches, headache, tiredness, diarrhea, or vomiting.

Are masks or respirators recommended?

Face masks and respirators (such as the N95 respirator) are only recommended in certain 
situations. A respirator is recommended for a person who is the primary caregiver for someone 
who has flu-like illness, especially if the caregiver is a person who is at risk for complications of 
the flu. A face mask (such as a surgical mask) is recommended if a person who has flu-like 
illness must go out in public (e.g., to see a doctor or obtain medicine.)

Face masks or N95 respirators are generally not recommended for workers in non-healthcare 
occupational settings or for ordinary work activities.  Additional information on face masks and 
respirators can be found at www.flu.gov and www.cdc.gov/h1n1flu

Is there a vaccine for pandemic H1N1 flu?
Yes. Five pharmaceutical companies have developed vaccines against pandemic H1N1 flu. 
Butte County has received some vaccine already, and more is on the way. The vaccines were 
developed in the same way as seasonal flu, and are expected to be very safe and effective. 

The CDC recommends that individuals who are a high risk for complications of flu receive 
pandemic H1N1 vaccine first. The five initial high-risk target groups are:
• Pregnant women
• People who live with or care for children younger than 6 months of age
• Healthcare workers
• People between the ages of 6 months through 24 years
• People from ages 25 through 64 years who are at higher risk for complications of the flu due to    
chronic health conditions



For More Information:

FACT SHEET FOR EMPLOYEES

For More Information: Visit the Butte County Public Health website at 
http://www.buttecounty.net/publichealth for local information/resources on seasonal 
and/or pandemic H1N1 flu.

Information Line: 1-866-444-2405



FOR MORE INFORMATION: Visit Butte County Public Health                              
at http://www.buttecounty.net/publichealth for more 
information on seasonal and/or pandemic H1N1 flu.

Information Line: 1-866-444-2405
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ADDITIONAL COMMUNICATION RESOURCES


