
Cold vs Flu 

What is the Flu? 
Influenza (flu) is a contagious respiratory 
illness caused by influenza viruses. It can 
cause mild to severe illness. Serious 
outcomes of flu infection can result in 
hospitalization or death. Some people, such 
as older people, young children, and people 
with certain health conditions, are at high 
risk of serious flu complications.

You may be able to pass on the flu to 
someone else before you know you are 
sick, as well as while you are sick. 
Although people with the flu are most 
contagious in the first 3-4 days after their 
illness begins,  some otherwise healthy 
adults may be able to infect others 
beginning 1 day before symptoms develop 
and up to 5 to 7 days after becoming sick. 
Some people, especially young children 
and people with weakened immune 
systems, might be able to infect others 
with flu viruses for an even longer time.

Flu Symptoms

People who have the flu often feel some or 
all of these signs and symptoms usually 
start suddenly, not gradually:

 •Fever* or feeling feverish/chills
 •Cough
 •Sore throat
 •Runny or stuffy nose
 •Muscle or body aches
 •Headaches
 •Fatigue (very tired)

Some people may have vomiting and 
diarrhea, though this is more common in 
young children than in adults.

It’s important to
 note not everyone 

with the flu will have a fever.

The flu and the common cold are both 
respiratory illnesses but they are caused by 
different viruses. Because these two types of 
illnesses have similar symptoms, it can be 
difficult to tell the difference between them 
based on symptoms alone. In general, the flu 
is worse than the common cold, and 
symptoms are more common and intense. 
Colds are usually milder than the flu. People 
with colds are more likely to have a runny or 
stuffy nose. Colds generally do not result in 
serious health problems, such as pneumonia, 
bacterial infections, or hospitalizations. Flu 
can have very serious complications.
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