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 Pandemic Flu
Communicating With the Community


Background

A flu pandemic occurs when a new influenza virus emerges for which people have little or no immunity, and for which there is no vaccine. The disease spreads easily person-to-person, causes serious illness and can sweep the nation and world in a short time span. Health professionals fear that the avian flu spreading in eastern Asia and other countries may become a human pandemic but there is currently NO widespread outbreak among humans. Pandemics often comes and goes in waves of up to eight weeks, leading to high levels of illness, death, social disruption and economic loss. The severity can overwhelm health care facilities, creating a shortage of beds, ventilators and other supplies as well as staff shortages, and hospitals must be prepared for this crisis.
Potential Audience

Hospital leaders and infection control experts should maintain an open dialogue with public health officials, local business leaders and community agencies such as the Red Cross about the threat of pandemic flu. By working with these organizations, hospitals can lead their communities in establishing protocols now for responding to pandemic flu, instead of just trying to react when it occurs.

Questions to Ask Community Leaders
· Do you currently have a plan in place in the event of a pandemic flu outbreak?
► YES. Can we discuss your plan and how it relates to that of our hospital?

► NO. Are you familiar with the Business Pandemic Flu Planning Checklist offered by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention? This checklist offers important information on planning for the impact of a pandemic flu on your business, employees and customers, and offers help with this crucial planning process.
· What do you need from the hospital to help in your planning process?
· What would you need from the hospital beyond care for the critically ill if the pandemic flu broke out in our community?
· Do you have the ability to help hospital accommodate overflow patients with less critical needs?
· Do you have the resources to help hospitals educate community members on how to protect themselves from pandemic influenza and when and where to seek care?
Key Messages

Hospitals are encouraged to follow their established disaster and crisis communication plans in conjunction with the following key messages about a pandemic influenza outbreak.

· In the event of pandemic flu, hospitals will be available, but in a limited capacity. Surges of pandemic influenza patients may force hospitals to divert less critical patients to other providers of health care, such as clinics or urgent care centers.
· Pandemic influenza is tantamount to a disaster. Hospitals will have to allocate scarce resources to prioritize care for the most critical patients. 
· Just like the rest of the nation’s workforce, half to three-quarters of the health care workforce could be infected and miss work, leaving a shortage of health care professionals.
· Hospitals will follow all Centers for Control and Prevention (CDC) guidelines for treatment of pandemic influenza patients, along with their own disaster plans.
· Hospitals have and will continue to work tirelessly with state and national organizations to update and refine their disaster plans for pandemic flu.
Hospital-Specific Plans
Hospitals are encouraged to dust off their disaster plans to ensure they encompass the following:

· Decrease illness, injury and deaths
· Execute response and recovery plans with minimal resistance

· Avoid miscalculation of limited resources

· Avoid wasting resources

When communicating with the public and community leaders, hospitals are encouraged to:
· Have a solid communications plan

· Be the first source of information

· Express empathy early

· Show competence and expertise

· Remain honest and open

Resources

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

· Crisis Emergency-Risk Communication: By Leaders for Leaders (www.cdc.gov/communication/emergency/leaders.pdf) 

U.S. Department of Health & Human Services

· State and Local Pandemic Influenza Planning Checklist (http://pandemicflu.gov/plan/pdf/Checklist.pdf) 

Ohio Department of Health

· Pandemic flu information and resources for health care providers (www.ohiopandemicflu.gov/providers/providers.htm) 
Ohio Hospital Association

· Hospital Planning for a Pandemic Influenza Event (www.ohanet.org/flu/doc/Pan%20Flu%20Kit.pdf) 

· Pandemic Influenza Web site 
(www.ohanet.org/flu/about_pandemic.html)
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