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TOOLKIT


               There are simple steps we can all 
              take to help prevent, prepare for, 
               and protect ourselves against the 

next flu pandemic. Learn how 
              with this toolkit. It is made up of 

“Tools for Everyone” and “Tools for Organizations.” 

Tools for Everyone: fact sheets and short videos with 
background information and practical steps we can all 
take to prepare for the next flu pandemic. 

Tools for Organizations: a variety of tools to 
communicate the risk of a flu pandemic to employees 
and their families, clients, and partner organizations. 

The toolkit is also available in hard copy in English and 
French. To order copies, please contact Brenda Bacic at 
CPHA, by email at bbacic@cpha.ca or by phone at 613-
725-3769. 
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FACT SHEET 
What YOU Should Know About Pandemic Flu


What is a pandemic? 
A pandemic is a disease outbreak that spreads worldwide. 

How does a flu pandemic start? 
It starts when a new flu virus appears and spreads easily from person to person. 
Because it is a new virus our bodies do not know how to fight it. 

The flu virus changes in two ways: small, minor changes and sudden, major changes. 
It changed in a sudden, major way three times in the 20th century. This led to 
pandemics in 1918, 1957 and 1968. The most deadly was in 1918. 

When will the next flu pandemic happen? 
No one knows. But it will. Flu pandemics happen about three to four times each 
century. They seem to be part of human life. Around the world, experts monitor flu 
outbreaks in humans and animals. They watch for flu strains that could cause trouble. 

What could trigger the next flu pandemic? 
There are a few triggers that could lead to a dangerous new flu virus. These include a 
sudden, major change in the human flu virus, the mixing of animal and human strains 
of flu, or an animal flu (often in wild birds, chickens or pigs) infecting a human. 

Can we catch pandemic flu from our food? 
No. Not if it is handled and cooked properly. Wild birds, chickens, turkeys, pigs and 
other animals can catch and spread the flu. Humans rarely catch the flu from animals. 
But it does happen and can be deadly. People who work with animals or hunt them 
need to be very careful. But if food is cooked properly you cannot catch the flu this way. 

To be ready for the next flu pandemic, we can begin by learning about the risk and 
how to prevent, prepare for, and protect against it. 

For more information, go to www.pandemic.cpha.ca or call 1-800-454-8302.


A message from the Canadian Public Health Association. 
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FACT SHEET 
What CANADA Is Doing About Pandemic Flu 

History shows that flu pandemics happen three or four times each century. The last one 
was in 1968. No one knows where the next one will start, when or how deadly it will 
be. But we know that it will likely happen. Knowing this, it is wise to prepare. 

How will a flu pandemic affect Canada? 
A flu pandemic will disrupt daily life. Sickness, or the fear of getting sick, might cause 
people to stay away from work. 

Transportation – local and long distance – could be reduced. Grocery stores, pharmacies, 
and banks might have shortages. Schools and daycare centres could be forced to close. 
Public events might be cancelled. 

A flu pandemic will test the health system to the limit. Medical clinics, emergency rooms, 
and hospitals will be overwhelmed. Until it happens, we don’t know who would be 
most affected. In the 1918 pandemic, young, healthy people were the worst affected. 

What is Canada doing to prepare for a flu pandemic? 
The Government of Canada has been planning for a flu pandemic since 1983. 

Canada is part of a worldwide network of experts who monitor flu outbreaks in animals 
and humans. They watch out for deadly strains and try to stop the spread of outbreaks. 

Canada is building a supply of antiviral drugs to treat pandemic flu and will produce a 
vaccine to protect Canadians. When the pandemic starts, it will take at least three months 
to develop the vaccine. It will likely go to essential workers first then the public. 

Across Canada, public health workers are informing people about the risk of a flu 
pandemic and how to prepare for it. Our governments, hospitals, doctors’ offices, 
pharmacies, supermarkets, businesses and other organizations are developing plans. 

What can YOU do? 
Planning for a pandemic is a huge and complex task. For Canada to be ready, we must 
all do our part. In our communities, at work, and in our homes, we need to plan our 
response. You can begin by learning how to prevent the spread of the flu, prepare for 
emergencies, and protect your health in a flu pandemic. 

For more information, go to www.pandemic.cpha.ca or call 1-800-454-8302.


A message from the Canadian Public Health Association. 
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FACT SHEET 
What YOU Can Do to Help PREVENT a Flu Pandemic 

Experts warn that we are all at risk from a global outbreak of flu. A disease outbreak 
that spreads worldwide is called a pandemic. Flu pandemics happen every 30 years, 
on average. The last one was in 1968. 

There is no flu pandemic at this time. But the risk of one is growing. We all need to

do our share to help prevent one. You can start with these five simple steps.


1. Cover your sneeze and cough 
The flu is spread by coughing and sneezing. When you cough or sneeze, cover your 
nose and mouth with a tissue or your sleeve. Throw your used tissue in the garbage. 

2. Wash your hands 
The flu virus can live for up to 48 hours on objects we touch everyday, like door

handles, faucets, and light switches.


It takes only 20 seconds to wash your hands properly and get rid of the germs. Wet

your hands, make a soapy lather, rinse off with warm running water, and dry your

hands well. Use a hand gel if you are not near soap and water.


3. Try not to touch your nose, mouth and eyes 
This way, if you have germs on your hands you don’t give them a chance to get

into your body and start the flu.


4. Get the flu shot every fall 
You’ll reduce your chance of catching the flu. Contact your doctor or local public 
health unit for information. 

5. Stay home if you’re sick with the flu 
If you do catch the flu, stay home and rest. This will help your body to fight the flu. 
It will also mean you don’t pass it on to others. 

It is not a question of if another flu pandemic will happen but when and how serious 
it will be. 

The next flu pandemic will change our daily life, make many of us sick, and cause some 
of us to die. We need to do all we can to prevent this from happening. We can start 
with these simple steps. 

For more information, go to www.pandemic.cpha.ca or call 1-800-454-8302.


A message from the Canadian Public Health Association. 
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FACT SHEET 
What YOU Can Do to PREPARE for a Flu Pandemic 

A flu pandemic would test us all. It would push our health system to the limit and

disrupt the services we take for granted. Daily life would change.


While there is no pandemic, this is the time to think about your daily life and routines. 
This is the time to plan for how you would cope in a pandemic. 

Across Canada, government officials, health care workers, and employers are planning 
for a flu pandemic. To be prepared, we all need to do our share. There are some simple 
steps we can take now. 

1. Get informed and stay informed. 
Learn about the risk of a pandemic and what you can do to prepare. Most of us fear 
the unknown. Learning and taking action can help reduce our fears. 

2. Think about your daily routines. 
What do you do in a normal day? What services do you use? What would you do if they 
were reduced or had to close? What do you really need to do in a day? Think of a backup 
plan to get your main tasks done. 

3. Prepare a supply of water, food and medicine at home. 
This will help you if food stores and drug stores have low supplies during a flu pandemic. 
It will also help if you or someone in your house gets sick with pandemic flu. You’ll have 
the supplies you need to get through the sickness. 

4. Keep useful phone numbers and health information handy. 
During a pandemic you might need to call for medical advice or help. Make a list of 
useful phone numbers. Fill out a health sheet for your household. That way you’ll have 
everything you need if you have to call for advice or help. 

5. Share your ideas. 
Talk to your family, friends, neighbours, people at work, and in your local area about 
pandemic flu and how to prepare for it. Share ideas, make plans, and find ways to help 
each other out. 

No one knows when the next flu pandemic will be. By being informed, planning ahead, 
and having supplies at home we can prepare for a pandemic. These steps will help us 
cope in other emergencies too. 

For more information, go to www.pandemic.cpha.ca or call 1-800-454-8302.


A message from the Canadian Public Health Association. 
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Pandemic Flu Check List for Your Home 
Prepare a stock of food and water for at least three days and up to 
two weeks: 

� Bottled water: 2 litres per person per day. 

� Canned food (e.g. juice, soup, stew, fish, fruit, pasta, baked beans). 

� Manual can opener. 

� Dried fruit. 

� Dry food (e.g. crackers, biscuits, protein bars). 

� Honey, peanut butter, jam, sugar. 

Medical supplies: 

� Pain relievers/fever reducers (e.g. acetaminophen, ibuprofen), stomach remedies, 

cough and cold medicine, anti-diarrhea medication, fluids with salt and sugar. 

� Prescription medication: don’t wait until the last minute to get prescriptions 

filled. Try to keep at least one month’s extra supply on hand at all times. 

� If you don’t have a thermometer, get one and learn how to use it. It is the best 

way to work out if a sick person has a fever, how high it is, and if you need to 

get medical help. 

Health and hygiene supplies: 

� Soap. 

� Alcohol-based handrub or handwipes. 

� Tissues. 

� Toilet paper. 

� Garbage bags. 

� Plastic bags. 

General items: 

� Flashlight and batteries. 

� Candles and matches or a lighter. 

� Battery powered or wind up radio. 

� Cash and change for pay phones. 

� Spare keys (e.g. for house, car etc.). 
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Important Phone Numbers 
During a flu pandemic you may want to talk to someone for information, medical advice 
or help. Filling out this form will help you keep useful phone numbers in one place. 
Then, if you need help you can find the number easily. 

Hospitals and clinics will be very busy during a flu pandemic. We can help reduce the 
burden on the health system. For general information call one of the public health 
hotlines. For medical advice call your local public health line, family doctor, walk-in 
clinic, or pharmacy. In an emergency call 911 or go to your local hospital. 

For general information or health advice about pandemic flu call: 

Public health hotlines 

Local ☎: 

Provincial/territorial ☎: 

National Free phone number: 1-800-454-8302 

For medical advice or help during a flu pandemic call: 

Family doctor Name: ☎: 

Local walk-in clinic Address: ☎: 

Local pharmacy Address: ☎: 

In an emergency call: 911 or visit your local hospital 

Local hospital Address: 

A message from the Canadian Public Health Association. 



Health Information for the Household

If you need medical help during a flu pandemic, health workers may ask you for some basic health 
information. Keep it in one place for your household by filling out this form. Then if you need help 
you will find the information easily. 

Name 

Date of birth 

Health card number 

Blood type 

Allergies 

Medical conditions 

Member 1 Member 2 Member 3 Member 4 Member 5 

Medication 1 

(daily dose) 

Medication 2 

(daily dose) 

Medication 3 

(daily dose) 

Medication 4 

(daily dose) 

A message from the Canadian Public Health Association. 



FACT SHEET 
What YOU Can Do to PROTECT Yourself in 

a Flu Pandemic 
During a flu pandemic, most of us who get sick with the flu will take care of ourselves 
at home. There are some simple steps you can take to protect yourself and the people 
you care about. 

1. Take steps to prevent the spread of flu germs 

• Cover your mouth with a tissue or your sleeve when you cough or sneeze. 
• Wash your hands with soap and running warm water to remove germs. 
• Don’t share food or dishes with someone who is ill. 

2. Watch out for signs of the flu 
When you catch the flu it is sudden and hits hard. It begins with a headache, chills and 
cough followed by a high fever, muscle aches, not wanting to eat and feeling very tired. 
The fever can last for five days. The flu can last two weeks. 

3. Learn how to treat the flu at home 
There is no cure for the flu. The best you can do is rest, treat the fever and aches, and 
help your body fight the virus. 

• Stay at home and rest until you feel better. 
• Drink lots of fluids (water, juice, soup) to help bring down the fever. 
• Take medicine for the fever and muscle aches: ASA (aspirin), acetaminophen, or 

ibuprofen. Do NOT give ASA or aspirin to children or teens with a fever. 

4. Know when you need to get medical help for pandemic flu 
Call a public health hotline, your doctor or local clinic for advice: 

• If your symptoms get worse after a few days. 
• If you have a medical condition that could be made worse by the flu. 
• If your child catches pandemic flu, is very cranky, or is not drinking enough 

or going to the bathroom enough. 

Call 911: 

• If an adult has difficulty breathing, is confused, has coughed up blood, or 
has severe vomiting. 

• If a child has fast or troubled breathing, bluish lips or skin, is drowsy and 
can’t be roused. 

We don’t know what the next flu pandemic will be like. But we do know how to take 
care of seasonal flu. That is a good starting point. It will help us recognize and treat 
pandemic flu at home and decide when to call for medical help. 

For more information, go to www.pandemic.cpha.ca or call 1-800-454-8302.


A message from the Canadian Public Health Association. 
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USER 
GUIDE 

Pandemic Flu Communications Toolkit 



Introduction 
Welcome to the User Guide – an accompaniment to the Flu 

Pandemic Communications Toolkit. The purpose of this guide 

is to introduce you to the project that created the toolkit, the 

network that is disseminating the toolkit, and to the contents 

of the toolkit and how they could be used by you. 

About the Project 
The Canadian Public Health Association (CPHA) has been funded 

by the Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) to build a network 

of national organizations to communicate information to staff 

members, clients, partner organizations and the general public 

about how to prepare for an influenza (flu) pandemic. 

Goal 
To raise public awareness about pandemic flu preparedness by 

empowering Canadian organizations and individuals to learn 

how to prevent the spread of infection, prepare for a health 

emergency, and protect themselves in a pandemic. 

Objectives 
•	 Build a communications network of


national organizations;


• Develop a toolkit with practical information 
on pandemic flu preparedness; 

• Disseminate the toolkit through the 
communications network. 

USER GUIDE 



Disseminating public health information through established 

and credible networks is an important communications strategy 

in times of crisis, such as a pandemic. As part of Canada’s 

pandemic planning, PHAC is encouraging the development of 

communications networks to disseminate information widely 

and rapidly in preparation for and during a flu pandemic. And 

that’s the goal of our network, to “PHAN” out across Canada. 

Pandemic Health Alert Network (PHAN) 

With the establishment of PHAN, the communications linkages 

have been strengthened between the governmental sector and 

national non-governmental organizations. These NGOs represent 

a broad range of expertise, including health and home care, 

labour, business, local government, emergency preparedness, 

and faith communities. 

Network members (at the time of printing) include: Canadian 

Alliance of Community Health Centre Associations; Canadian 

Association for the 50 Plus (CARP); Canadian Association of 

Police Boards; Canadian Chamber of Commerce; Canadian 

Council of Grocery Distributors; Canadian Labour Congress; 

Canadian Patient Safety Institute; Canadian Red Cross; 

Federation of Canadian Municipalities; Health Action Lobby; 

Movement for Canadian Literacy; National Specialty Society of 

Community Medicine; Paramedic Association of Canada; United 

Church of Canada; and Victorian Order of Nurses. CPHA acts 

as the network’s secretariat. 

The benefits of network membership are: access to accurate, 

up-to-date, plain language information on pandemic flu 

preparedness; involvement in a forum for information sharing; and 

participation in the national flu pandemic preparedness effort. 
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The toolkit has been designed to provide Canadian individuals 

and organizations with a range of tools for pandemic flu 

preparedness. The primary focus is on basic public health practices 

that Canadians can take to prevent the spread of infection, 

prepare to cope in an emergency, and protect their health during 

a flu pandemic. The World Health Organization describes these 

non-medical interventions as the frontline defence against and 

during a pandemic. The toolkit is based on current evidence 

and knowledge (at the time of printing) and is consistent with 

government communications on pandemic flu preparedness. 

About the Toolkit 

The materials were designed for use by organizations, to 

inform their staff members and families, the people they serve, 

partner organizations, and the broader public about pandemic 

flu preparedness. The materials have been written in plain 

language to be accessible to as many people as possible. 

Several of the materials were focus tested with Canadians 

who varied in age, language, culture, ethnicity, educational 

background, literacy level, and professional experience. 

Their invaluable feedback helped to improve the toolkit. 

The toolkit is available in English and French. In addition to 

this hard copy version, the toolkit is available online at CPHA’s 

project website www.pandemic.cpha.ca. The tools can be 

downloaded and printed from there. 

USER GUIDE 
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Questions? Queries? More information? 
Contact Maureen Hartigan, CPHA Director of Communications. 

By telephone 613-725-3769 or email mhartigan@cpha.ca 

Further Resources 
For updates on pandemic flu preparedness or for more detailed 

information, we suggest that you refer to the following sources: 

World Health Organization. Epidemic and Pandemic Alert and 

Response: Avian Influenza site: 

http://www.who.int/csr/disease/avian_influenza/en/index.html 

Government of Canada. Pandemic Influenza portal: 

http://www.influenza.gc.ca/index_e.html 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Avian Influenza 

(Bird flu) site: http://www.cdc.gov/flu/avian/ 

US Department of Health and Human Services. Pandemic Flu 

site: http://www.pandemicflu.gov/ 

USER GUIDE 
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Tool Use Audience 

TOOLS FOR EVERYONE 

Toolkit Contents 

Fact sheets Basic background 
information: 

What YOU should know 
about pandemic flu 

On pandemic flu. General public 

What CANADA is doing 
about pandemic flu 

On the impact of a 
pandemic and 
planning in Canada. 

General public 

What YOU can do 
to help PREVENT a 
flu pandemic 

On simple public 
health and infection 
control measures. 

General public 

What YOU can do to 
help PREPARE for a flu 
pandemic 

On emergency 
preparedness 
measures in the home. 

General public 

What YOU can do to 
PROTECT yourself in 
a flu pandemic 

On self-care measures 
for treatment in 
the home. 

General public 
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Tool Use Audience 

TOOLS FOR EVERYONE 

Short videos Basic background 
information: 

Prevent On infection control General public 

Prepare On emergency 
preparedness 

General public 

Protect On self-care General public 

TOOLS FOR ORGANIZATIONS 

Poster Bulletin board Organizations 

Issue Backgrounder Background information 
on the risk of pandemic flu, 
Canada’s preparedness 
planning, the need for 
contingency planning 
by organizations, and 
resources to help 
with this. 

Organizations 

Risk Communication 
Guidelines 

Guidelines on effective 
risk communication. 

Organizations 

Newsletter Article Template article for use 
in company newsletter. 

Organizations 

News Release 
Available online 
to members 

Template news release 
about the toolkit. 

Organizations 

USER GUIDE 



A message from the Canadian Public Health Association.

For more information, go to www.pandemic.cpha.ca or call 1-800-454-8302. 
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ISSUE BRIEF 

Pandemic Flu and the Need for Contingency Planning 

FOR ORGANIZATIONS 



Introduction 
Public health experts warn that we are overdue for a flu pan

demic. They cannot predict when this will happen, but urge 

everyone to take steps now to prepare. Planning for a pandemic 

is a huge and complex task. It is not solely the responsibility of 

government. We all have a part to play to ensure that Canada 

is ready to face, and cope, with this eventuality. Planning for a 

pandemic will also help prepare for other emergencies. 

Businesses and organizations in the non-governmental sector 

have an important role to play by informing their staff members 

and families, the people they serve, partner organizations, and 

the broader public about pandemic flu preparedness. 

The purpose of this issue brief is to provide background 

information about the risk of pandemic flu, preparedness 

planning in Canada, and the potential role of organizations in this 

effort. Its goal is to supplement planning that is already underway 

and, more importantly, provide guidance for organizations that do 

not yet have contingency planning in place for a flu pandemic. 

The brief is broken down into four sections: 

1)	 Background on the risk of a flu pandemic; 

2)	 An overview of flu pandemic planning in Canada; 

3)	 Guidelines on contingency planning for a 

pandemic; and 


4)	 Further resources for organizational 

contingency planning.
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Defining “pandemic” 

1. The Risk of a Flu Pandemic 

A pandemic is a disease outbreak that spreads worldwide. This 

happens when a new disease appears with the ability to spread 

easily from person to person. 

With modern living and travel, new diseases can spread easily 

between people and from one part of the world to another. 

The time it takes to fly from one side of the world to the other 

is shorter than the time most diseases need to incubate. 

Influenza – the Virus 
Influenza (flu) is a common respiratory infection caused by a 

virus. It is highly contagious. It spreads through droplets 

released when an infected person coughs, sneezes, or talks. 

Infected droplets can be breathed in through the mouth or 

nose or can land on the eyes of someone in the vicinity. The flu 

virus can live on hands for about 5 minutes and on hard surfaces 

for up to 48 hours. This means the virus can be picked up by 

touching a surface or hands that have been contaminated. A 

person infected with the flu is contagious for 24 hours before 

they show any symptoms. An infected person can continue to 

spread the infection for up to 7 days. 

There are several different flu viruses in circulation during a 

single flu season. Some are more virulent than others. The flu 

virus is prone to change. This ability is central to its survival and 

explains why there is a new flu shot every year. The flu 

virus changes in two ways: small, minor changes and 

sudden, major changes. These major changes have 

happened throughout human history. They 

seem to occur three or four times a century. 

New Flu Viruses – Pandemic Potential 



The flu virus mutated in a sudden, major way three times in 

the 20th century. This led to pandemics in 1918, 1957 and 1968. 

The most deadly was in 1918. It caused widespread sickness 

and killed about 50,000 Canadians and at least 20 million 

people worldwide. 

When a virulent new flu virus appears with the ability to 

spread easily from person to person, we are at risk of a pan

demic. Because the virus is new, the human immune system 

does not know how to fight it. If localized outbreaks are not 

controlled, there is the potential for the infection to spread 

and develop into a pandemic. 

Pandemic Predictions 
No one knows when the next flu pandemic will occur. But it will. 

History shows that flu pandemics happen every few decades. 

The flu virus is prone to change and is highly infectious. This 

combination of features, and past experience, suggests that the 

human species will face another flu pandemic in the near future. 

Besides the question of when it will happen, what remains 

unknown is how virulent it will be, who will be most susceptible 

to it, and the best means of prevention and treatment. 

Pandemic Surveillance 
Around the world, experts monitor flu outbreaks in humans 

and animals. They watch for strains that could cause trouble. 

H5N1 is the virus of most concern at this time. 

H5N1 is an avian or bird flu virus. There are hundreds of strains 

of bird flu, but only a few make humans sick, among them 

H5N1. It was first found in humans in 1997, following the 

death of a three-year old boy in Hong Kong. Although it is rare 

for a virus to jump from animal to human, when that happens 

it can be deadly. Since 1997, the human cases of H5N1 have 

steadily grown. An outbreak that began in 2003 has infected 

over 250 people in 10 countries. More than half of them have 

died, demonstrating just how deadly H5N1 is to humans. 
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So far, H5N1 has spread to humans from direct contact with 

dead or sick birds or their contaminated feces. It does not 

spread easily from person to person yet. But each time there is 

a new human case, H5N1 has a chance to learn how to spread 

from person to person. That’s why H5N1 has experts worried. 

H5N1 has the potential to trigger the next human flu pandemic 

but it is not the only candidate. Other triggers include: a different 

strain of bird or animal flu that jumps the species barrier; the 

mixing of animal and human flu viruses; or a major mutation 

in the human flu virus. Any of these triggers could cause a 

mutation in the virus creating a new, potentially deadly strain 

of the flu that would wreak havoc if it spread easily among 

humans with no immunity to it. 

SARS – A Warning and Call to Action 
The 2003 SARS outbreak is a warning for 

us all. It showed how quickly a new virus 

can arise and spread, making people 

very ill and causing some to die. Over 

8,500 people were infected. More than 

900 died. 

Outside of Asia, Canada was the country 

affected most – and Toronto the city with 

the most cases. Thousands of people had 

to go into quarantine. Hundreds became 

ill. And 44 died, including three health care workers. In affected 

countries, SARS strained the nations’ social, mental, and economic 

health. The experience of SARS indicates the necessity of being 

prepared. A flu pandemic would dwarf the SARS outbreak. 
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will likely emerge outside of Canada, at any time of the year; it 

will be present in Canada within 3 months; the first peak of 

illness will be within 2 to 4 months after its arrival in Canada; 

the first wave will probably be the most severe affecting multiple 

locations at the same time; there will be two or more waves 

lasting 6-8 weeks; the pandemic could last up to 18 months. 

The impact of a flu pandemic depends on the virulence 

of the new virus, how quickly it spreads, who is most 

susceptible, and how effective the response to it is. 

These details will remain unknown until the next flu 

pandemic has started. However, for the purpose of 

planning a response, the Government of Canada works 

on the basis of several assumptions: the next flu pandemic 

Impacts and Effects of Pandemic Proportions 

Canada’s planning is based on a pandemic of mild to moderate 

severity, like the outbreaks in 1957 and 1968. The government 

projects that the majority of the population (over 70%) will be 

infected with pandemic flu; up to 35% will be clinically ill, requiring 

time off work, treatment and possibly hospitalization. Up to 

half of those infected will seek outpatient care; 1% will be 

hospitalized; and 0.4% will die. 

The health system will be tested by a flu pandemic. Medical 

clinics, emergency rooms, and hospitals could be overwhelmed. 

Most people who contract pandemic flu will treat it at home. 

However, it is anticipated that hospitals will have to cope with 

a surge of patients with symptoms of pandemic flu, some of 

whom require treatment and hospitalization. This will be in 

addition to the routine demands on health care. 

A flu pandemic will disrupt daily life. Sickness, or the fear of 

getting sick, might cause people to stay away from work. 

Transportation services – local and long distance – could be 

reduced. Grocery stores, pharmacies, and banks might have 

limited supplies if delivery services are reduced, curtailed or 

cancelled. Schools and daycare centres could be forced to close. 

Public events might be cancelled. 
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The Government of Canada has been planning for a flu pandemic 

since 1983. Canada’s aim in a pandemic is to limit illness and 

death and reduce the risk of social chaos. 

2. Pandemic Planning in Canada 

The government has a detailed plan that outlines its preparation 

for and response to a flu pandemic. It is a flexible document 

that is revised as information, including scientific evidence, 

changes. Seven key components make up the plan: 

i. Surveillance and laboratory preparedness: Canada is part 

of a global network of experts who detect new flu viruses 

and monitor animal and human flu outbreaks. 

ii. Development of a pandemic vaccine: Canada has committed 

to produce enough vaccine for its population. It has 

secured a domestic producer for this purpose. A pandemic 

vaccine cannot be developed until the pandemic strain has 

emerged. Production will take three to six months. It is 

unlikely that a vaccine will be available during the first 

wave of the pandemic in Canada. It would probably be 

given to health care and other essential workers before 

the general public. 

iii. Antiviral stockpiling: Canada is building a national 

stockpile of antivirals, large enough to treat the estimated 

number of Canadians who will require medical treatment 

during a pandemic. If taken within 48 hours of the first 

signs of the flu, antivirals can shorten the length of illness 

and reduce serious complications. 
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iv. Public health measures: Canada is raising awareness of 

public health and infection control practices. During a 

pandemic, specific measures may be taken to control the 

spread of infection: cancelling public events, closing 

schools and daycare centres, and isolating people infected 

with the virus. 

v.	 Support for the health services: Canada anticipates 

greater demands on the health care system during a flu 

pandemic and is providing health care workers with 

guidelines for diagnosis, case management, and 

personal protection. 

vi.	 Communications: Canada has a national communications 

strategy to provide the population with accurate, timely, 

consistent information based on the best current evidence 

in preparation for, during and after a flu pandemic. 

vii.	 Emergency preparedness and coordination: Canada 

recognizes that the best response to an emergency is one 

that is planned in advance and well-coordinated. The 

Public Health Agency of Canada and the Public Safety 

and Emergency Preparedness Canada are working with 

provincial and territorial governments and partners in the 

non-governmental sector to coordinate the response to 

national public health emergencies. 
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Preparing for a flu pandemic is a national effort. To be ready, 

we must all do our part. That includes organizations, large 

and small, corporate and non-profit. A flu pandemic will be 

undiscriminating, with the potential to infect anyone. To cope 

with this eventuality, organizations are advised to develop 

continuity plans that will enable them to keep their critical 

services going during the next flu pandemic. 

3. Contingency Planning Guidelines 

The Government of Canada advises employers to plan for a 

workplace absenteeism rate of up to 25% in a two-week peak 

period during each pandemic wave. In a normal winter, workplace 

absenteeism is 8%. Absenteeism can be expected to vary by 

locality, industry, size of organization, and according to the 

degree of social interaction within the workplace. Absenteeism 

may be caused by: staff sickness; staff playing a caregiver role 

for a sick relative or caring for children whose daycare or 

school has been temporarily closed; or workplace avoidance 

for fear of being infected. 

Continuity planning is a proactive process that all workplaces 

are encouraged to undertake to ensure the delivery of critical 

services during an emergency, like a flu pandemic. As a process, 

it requires the identification of an organization’s critical services, 

an assessment of its resources and personnel, and a consideration 

of how the organization would cope when faced with an 

emergency situation. It is a process that anticipates emergencies 

and thinks through mitigating strategies during periods of 

calm, for implementation during times of crisis. 

Organizations are encouraged to put contingency planning in 

place to account for the risk of a flu pandemic. The following 

is a brief outline of responsibilities and considerations to bear 

in mind while planning contingency for a flu pandemic. It is 

followed by a list of online resources to help organizations 

develop continuity plans. 
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Key responsibilities in planning for a pandemic: 

• Plan contingency for critical services with reduced staff 
(identify critical services; personnel requirements; supply 
chain needs etc.); 

•	 Involve staff in the planning process; 

•	 Provide for the health and safety of staff (communicate 
the importance of infection control; consider the use of 
“social distancing” practices during a pandemic: staff 
working from home, fewer face-to-face meetings, 
protective equipment etc.). 

Key considerations in planning for a pandemic: 

•	 Absenteeism and “presenteeism” – staff showing for work 
when sick – (consider the reasons for these, problems 
they may cause, and compensation for time off work); 

•	 Reduced demand on services during a pandemic; 

•	 Increased demand on services (e.g. social services sector) 
and how they could be met; 

•	 Supply chain issues to plan for the continuation 

of critical services.




Canadian Centre for Emergency Preparedness. Tools and 

templates for continuity planning and emergency preparedness.


Links to emergency preparedness planning information for


small businesses.


4. Resources on Contingency Planning 
and Pandemic Preparedness 

Available at www.ccep.ca


Canadian Public Health Association. Flu Pandemic Communications


Toolkit. Tools for organizations to communicate information to


their employees about pandemic preparedness.


Available at www.pandemic.cpha.ca


International Centre for Infectious Diseases. Pandemic 

Influenza Planning Tool Kit for Business and Employers. 

Guidelines and tools to help employers plan for a pandemic. 

Available at www.pandemicbusinesstoolkit.ca/ 

Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness Canada. A Guide 

to Business Continuity Planning. Guidelines and tools on 

business continuity planning. 

Available at www.psepc-sppcc.gc.ca/prg/em/gds/bcp-en.asp 
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Pandemic Flu Preparedness 

COMMUNICATING 
RISK 



During an influenza (flu) pandemic, information is likely to be 

uncertain and changeable as government officials and health 

professionals work to understand and control the outbreak. 

Communicating the risk of a flu pandemic in advance of it 

happening is a vital part of the preparedness effort. The 

following guidelines are given to help organizations think 

about how they will communicate this risk to staff members 

and their families, clients, partners and the broader public. 

Introduction 

COMMUNICATING RISK 



The goals of communication during a public health emergency, 

such as a flu pandemic, are to: raise awareness of the health 

risks; enable people to make responsible decisions to protect 

their health; and to encourage appropriate public participation 

and action that will help control and end the outbreak. 

Communicating risk in a public health emergency 

Advance contingency planning: Integrating communications 
Informing your audience(s) about potential health risks is most 

effective when communication is integrated into contingency 

planning. Plans should be made in anticipation of potential 

emergencies, when partnerships, organizational structures and 

lines of communication can be established and tested in advance. 

Pandemic planning in Canada 
Communication is a key part of the Government of Canada’s


planning for a flu pandemic. The Public Health Agency of


Canada is the lead on national pandemic communications and


has adopted a strategic risk communications approach to


prepare the population for the next flu pandemic.
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Risk communication describes the dissemination or exchange 

of information about risks or hazards, possible effects, and 

practices to mitigate the risks. It is based on the assumption 

that the public has the right to know about actual and potential 

risks in order to make informed choices about how to deal with 

them.The goal of risk communication in health is to raise 

awareness, create a rational understanding of the risk, and induce 

behaviour that will contain the threat and help reduce public 

harm. One of its objectives is to encourage, or tap into, public 

resilience and the adoption of appropriate mitigating actions. 

Risk communications approach 

Risk communication practices include media outreach and public 

engagement through the mass media, public meetings, 

information sessions, intra- and inter-organizational networks, 

and means of communication (e.g. newsletter). 

Accounting for psycho-social responses 
Public health emergencies, such as disease outbreaks, frequently 

trigger uncertainty, confusion, concern, feelings of anxiety, 

anger, fear, and a sense of urgency. Effective communication 

must account for the psychological, social, cultural and physical 

aspects of risk and their effects. 

Key factors for effective risk communication 
Accessibility: Communicate clearly, concisely, with compassion 

and human appeal, in a respectful, adult tone. Use short 

sentences and everyday language. Define new or uncommon 

words. Be careful when quoting numbers – they are easily 

misinterpreted and misunderstood. Use graphics and visual 

aids, easy-to-read fonts, and leave lots of white space in 

written material. 

COMMUNICATING RISK 



Accuracy: Communicate information that is as accurate as 

possible in the circumstances. Refer to credible sources for 

situation updates. 

Action: Help people to help themselves. Provide practical 

information with clear and consistent directions. Empower 

people to cope in an emergency. 

Appropriateness: Respect the diversity and capabilities of 

your audience. Address them in an inclusive, representative 

and fair way. 

Credibility: Refer to credible sources for situation updates. 

Cite these sources to strengthen your messages. In the case of 

a flu pandemic, refer to the World Health Organization, Public 

Health Agency of Canada, and your provincial, territorial, or 

local public health department for information. 

Consistency: Follow the lead of federal, provincial/territorial 

and local public health officials for situation updates. Consistent 

and coordinated communications help build public trust in the 

information being disseminated. 

Listen to concerns: Use communication channels that 

encourage listening, feedback and participation. Pay heed to 

the fears and concerns of your staff members and clients and 

respond to them in a respectful way. 

Regularity: Repeat key messages to keep the issue visible, to 

make required actions more memorable, and to give them 

credibility through repetition. 

Respond to rumours, misinformation and inaccuracies: 
Correct misinformation and quell rumour in a direct yet 

respectful way. 

COMMUNICATING RISK 



Role of the media: Accept the media as a legitimate partner 

in effective emergency communications; plan media outreach 

carefully and thoroughly; develop media relations; and meet 

the functional needs of the media. 

Partnerships: Develop emergency preparedness planning in a 

collaborative and inclusive way. Build cross-sectoral partnerships. 

Planning: Plan thoroughly and carefully. Establish clear lines of 

communication (internal and external) between organizational 

leaders, communicators, and partners. Test the lines of 

communication periodically. 

Psycho-social: Acknowledge the anxiety, distress and grief 

that people may experience during a major public health 

emergency, such as a flu pandemic. 

Timeliness: Present information in a timely way. Acknowledge 

the state of knowledge at that time and advise that updates 

will follow. 

Transparency: Provide information that is candid, complete 

and factually accurate according to what is known. Don’t 

over-reassure. Publicly acknowledge information gaps and 

that information may change as the situation develops. 

Trust: Be truthful, honest, frank and open. This will help to 

build, maintain or restore trust. Practices that help to build 

trust include: early warnings; credible evidence-based advice 

and analysis; information that enables people to make 

balanced choices and decisions; acknowledging uncertainty 

and avoiding overconfident assessments; and respecting public 

fears and concerns. 

COMMUNICATING RISK 



Covello, VT. (2003). Best practices in public health risk and crisis 

communication. Journal of Health Communication, 8: 5-8. 
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YOUR LIFE IS IN YOUR HANDS.

With the threat of a flu pandemic on the rise, there’s never 

been a better reason to wash your hands properly and often.

Learn more about how you can prevent, prepare and protect yourself. 

Visit www.pandemic.cpha.ca or call 1.800.454.8302 today.


A message from the Canadian Public Health Association. 



NEWSLETTER 
Pandemic Flu and What YOU Can Do To Prevent, 

Prepare and Protect Yourself 
Public health experts warn that we are 
overdue for a flu pandemic. They cannot 
predict when this will happen, but urge 
everyone to take steps now to prepare. 
Here’s some general information about 
pandemic flu and what you can do to 
prevent, prepare for and protect yourself 
against it. 

A pandemic is a disease outbreak that 
spreads worldwide. This happens when 
a new disease appears that spreads 
easily from person to person. 

It is difficult to get people to take the risk 
of a flu pandemic seriously. Most of us 
don’t think of the flu as a dangerous 
infection – it’s seasonal, we rarely catch it, 
but when we do many of us recover. 

Yet, the flu virus changes frequently and 
spreads very easily. Sometimes dangerous 
new flu strains come along that humans 
have no immunity to. They can cause 
widespread illness, death, fear, and social 
and economic chaos. 

A look into the past shows that flu 
pandemics are part of human history. 
They seem to happen about three to four 
times a century. But there’s no pattern 
that helps us to predict when the next 
one will occur or what will cause it. 

Triggers can be a sudden change in the 
human flu virus, the mixing of animal 
and human strains of flu, or when an 
animal flu virus jumps the species barrier 
and infects a human. In each case, a new 
strain of flu can develop. If it is able to 
spread easily between humans, it could 
mark the start of a pandemic. 

Canadians experienced three flu 
pandemics in the 20th century: the 
devastating 1918 outbreak followed 
by less severe ones in 1957 and 1968. 
We will face another flu pandemic. 
The question is: are we prepared to 
cope with it? 



We need to begin by taking this risk 
seriously and then learning what we can 
do about it. There are some very simple 
actions each of us can take in our daily 
lives that will help us be prepared. 

1.Prevent the spread of the flu: 
cover your sneeze and cough; 
wash your hands with soap and 
running water to remove germs; 
try not to touch your nose, mouth 
and eyes (these are places where 
infections can enter your body); 
and try to get the flu shot 
every fall. 

2.Prepare to cope in an emergency 
like a flu pandemic: get informed 
and stay informed; think how 
you’d cope if services were 
reduced; prepare a supply of 
water, food and medicine at 
home; keep useful phone 
numbers and health information 
handy; share your ideas with others. 

3.Protect your health during a flu 
pandemic: Take steps to prevent 
the spread of flu germs; watch 
out for signs of the flu; learn how 
to treat the flu at home; know 
when you need to get medical 
help for pandemic flu. 

These commonsense measures can 
help you stay healthy, prepare for an 
emergency, and protect your health 
during a flu pandemic. 

For more information, visit 
www.pandemic.cpha.ca. 
There you’ll find the Flu Pandemic 
Communications Toolkit: factual, plain 
language information with practical 
guidelines that Canadians can apply 
in their everyday lives. 

The Flu Pandemic Communications 
Toolkit was developed by the Canadian 
Public Health Association and the 
Pandemic Health Alert Network, with 
funding from the Public Health Agency 
of Canada. 

For more information, go to www.pandemic.cpha.ca or call 1-800-454-8302.
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More Information and Resources 

For more information and resources on flu pandemic preparation, visit:

World Health Organization 

Government of Canada

Public Health Agency of Canada

Health Canada

Canadian Red Cross

International Centre for Infectious Diseases

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention

http://www.who.int/csr/disease/influenza/en/index.html
http://www.influenza.gc.ca/index_e.html
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/influenza/pandemic_e.html
http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/ed-ud/prepar/flu-pandem/index_e.html
http://www.cdc.gov/flu/avian/
http://www.pandemicbusinesstoolkit.ca/
http://www.redcross.ca/article.asp?id=020578&tid=025
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