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Fact Sheet: Pandemic (H1N1) 2009 Influenza (often referred to as 

Swine Influenza) and Diabetes 
 
1) What is pandemic (H1N1) 2009 influenza and who is at risk of severe illness?  

 Influenza is a serious, often debilitating illness of which the affects are felt 
throughout the whole body. Symptoms include fever, fatigue, headache, muscle ache 
and pains.1  

 The symptoms of this new H1N1 influenza are generally the same as the symptoms 
felt for seasonal influenza, however, some people may experience additional 
symptoms including diarrhoea and vomiting.2 These symptoms can range from mild 
to sever, in Australia most case of swine influenza have been mild.2 

 Both our usual seasonal influenza viruses and the pandemic H1N1 influenza can 
exacerbate diabetes and other pre existing medical conditions. People that are more 
vulnerable to severe illness include those with2:  

 Diabetes (type 1 an type 2)  
 Heart conditions 
 Kidney problems  
 Impaired immunity  
 People that are very overweight  
 Pregnant women  
 Respiratory conditions including asthma and Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary 

Disease (COPD)  
 
2) Why does having Diabetes make someone more vulnerable to severe influenza?  

 Influenza can interfere with blood glucose management, putting those with diabetes 
at increased risk of high or low blood sugar, and those with type 1 diabetes, in 
particular, are at increased risk of developing ketoacidosis.3 

 Some people with diabetes may have impaired immune function, making them more 
vulnerable to severe cases of influenza.4 

 Influenza can also stress the body so much that an underlying illness may worsen.2 
 
3) How contagious is the pandemic (H1N1) 2009 influenza?  

 Influenza is highly contagious and can be spread from an infected individual for up to 
a day before symptoms appear and for five days afterwards.5 

 After someone coughs, sneezes or touches a surface with contaminated hands the 
influenza virus can survive for:  

 Up to an hour in the air in enclosed environments6 
 More than eight hours on hard surfaces such as stainless steel and plastic7 
 Up to five minutes on hands after transfer from other surfaces7 

 
4) How can you reduce your risk of being infected with pandemic (H1N1) 2009 
influenza?  

 Simple personal hygiene steps such as washing or disinfecting hands and; staying 
away from people who are ill, or places where you might encounter people who are 
infected, will significantly reduce the chances of influenza infection.2 

 Vaccination is the single most effective way of protecting yourself against influenza 
infection and currently a vaccine is being developed to protect against this new 
influenza strain. This vaccine will be available later in 2009 and will be made available 
by the Government to people most at risk of spreading the virus and those most at 
risk of complications.8 

 Influenza vaccination is safe and effective in adults and children with diabetes. The 
Australian Immunisation Handbook strongly recommends Australians aged ≥6 
months with conditions predisposing them to severe influenza receive annual 
vaccination.5  
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 Influenza vaccination is also important for close contacts of people with diabetes to 
help prevent the spread of influenza infection to these vulnerable individuals. This 
includes household members and health care workers. 

 
5) What can you do if you fall ill with pandemic (H1N1) 2009 influenza?  

 It is important that you see your GP immediately if you believe that you are suffering 
influenza and wish to reduce the severity and duration of your illness as the available 
treatments should be instituted within the firs 48 hours of symptom onset, the earlier 
the better. 

 A nose or throat swab may be taken to diagnose infection. However, testing is no 
longer considered necessary for most people. If you need to see a doctor, they will 
determine whether testing is necessary.2  

 Voluntary home isolation is recommended for anyone who is infected with H1N1 
swine influenza and it is always a good idea to stay at home and rest if you have 
influenza-like symptoms.2 

 
6) How is pandemic (H1N1) 2009 influenza treated?  

 There is now a focus on early treatment for people infected with the virus and who 
are identified as “vulnerable” to severe outcomes, as well as those with moderate or 
severe illness. 2  

 Antiviral medications Tamiflu (Oseltamivir) and Relenza (Zanamivir) have been shown 
to be effective in the treatment of this strain of influenza.9 These medications can 
limit the effect of influenza if they are taken early after onset of symptoms (within 
the first two days of the illness), and assist in recovery. Antiviral treatments are 
available only on prescription.  
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