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The Flu May Help Fine-Tune Our Immune System
By Debbie Anderson
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Odds are you have read or heard about the flu, its symptoms, vaccines, and ways of prevention.
But have you ever thought about the virus itself?  Do you wonder why there is a different flu shot every year? In order to take a closer look at the flu virus, we first need to get a basic understanding of viruses.

Basically, a virus is nothing more than a piece of free floating genetic code.  In order for a virus to survive, it must be able to infect a viable host.
A host can be any living thing. In fact, viruses can infect people, plants, and animals. Yes. A plant can “catch a cold” from a plant specific virus.
Since the beginning of man (and maybe even before then) viruses have gone through their own type of evolution.  They have had a chance to change and/or mutate their simple genetic code.
These mutations allow the viruses to act in different ways.  Like people, viruses come in all different shapes and sizes.  They also have their own sets of groups. Viruses can be round, hexagonal, straight, curvy, big, small, and more.  Partly because of their size and shape, they are able to infect their hosts in different ways.
Different mutations in the genetic code can hurt or help a virus to survive.  Some mutations are good while others are deadly.  Mutations are generally written into the genetic code.
This means when a virus infects a host and begins to replicate or reproduce, the mutations will be repeated in all of the new sibling viruses.  This, consequently, allows for a new strain of virus.  For each set of mutations, you can have a new strain.
Not all viruses have the propensity for multiple mutations.  Some viruses are rigid with unchangeable genetic codes which make it hard for that virus to change.  Other viruses can change genetic code more readily via mutation events.
Some of this may also be related to the size and shape of the virus itself.
Viruses cannot be seen with the naked eye.  Instead, there is a special instrument called an electron microscope which allows us to see viruses.  Viruses come in all shapes and sizes.  Figures A, B, and C show pictures of three different types of viruses taken with an electron microscope.
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Figure A.  Influenza virus
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Figure B.  Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV)
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Figure C. Ebola Virus
Now that we have a basic understanding of a virus and how it survives, let’s take a look at the virus that causes the flu.
Influenza is the name of the virus that causes the flu.  There are actually three types of influenza virus, A, B, and C.  However, only types A and B cause the flu in humans.

Viruses evolve through mutations or change, some more readily than others.  The influenza virus is efficient at keeping us on our toes because it loves to mutate. Influenza mutates enough of its structures that there is a different strain of virus from year to year.
Why is this good?  Since influenza is so adept to change, it can readily infect the same person every year.  This mutation characteristic affords the virus longevity and survival.  What better way to stay here on earth by just making a few changes in the genetic code.

The important thing to remember is that if it wasn’t for the evolution of this virus and others, human immunity would not be as strong as it is today.  Viral mutations force the human immune system to find a better and more efficient way to keep the body healthy.
This ongoing evolution of both viruses and our immune system serve to strengthen our stay here on earth.
Why is this bad?  Millions of people get the flu each year.  More than 100,000 people become so sick they need to be hospitalized.  About 30,000 people die from the flu or flu complications every year.
The problem is the virus changes so much from year to year, that our bodies don’t recognize this year’s strain from last year’s.  This is the reason why flu shots are recommended yearly.
It is important to mention that receiving the flu shot does not guarantee immunity from the flu.  Although the shot may prevent you from contracting the flu, it is still possible the influenza virus can mutate enough that it may render the flu shot useless.
Getting the flu shot is a decision you need to discuss with your doctor.
Viruses, like all living things, are part of Mother Nature.  It is because of this, that we need to respect and learn more about them. New viruses are discovered and studied in order to learn more about their mechanisms and processes.
Viruses are also used in many aspects of biological research, but that is another story.  We must learn all we can about viruses in order to keep our health and future strong.
Pennsauken resident Debbie Anderson holds a master’s degree in medical writing and works full time in the field. To contact her, send an e-mail to deborah.i.anderson@bms.com.

























