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Is It Ever Too Early or Too Late for a Flu Shot?

Although getting a flu shot at any time is better than not getting one at all,
timing it right could give you an edge against the flu.
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With winter come the newest strains of the flu. That's a given. What also should be a given is an
annual flu vaccination.

In any random year, the disease kills about 36,000 Americans. Children are at highest risk for flu
infections, while people over age 65 are most likely to die from the flu. Most people know that
the best protection from the flu is an annual flu shot -- but when to get the flu shot is a frequently

asked question.

“Any time you get a flu shot is better than not getting a flu shot, but my best guess is that getting
your flu shot in mid-October will give you the best chance of avoiding the flu this year,” said Jorge P.
Parada, MD, a professor of medicine and director of the infection control program at Loyola
University in Chicago.
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Why Early Is Not Better

You might hear pharmacies advertising that they have the flu shot now, so you should come in early.
The problem is that protection from an early flu shot may not last through the whole flu season. “We
call it waning immunity,” said Dr. Parada. “If you get your flu shot in the beginning of September, you
may start running out of protection by February or March, when the virus is still around.

Of course, it's difficult to predict when the flu will start and stop from one year to the next. Flu usually
peaks in the winter, but it may still be around into April or even May. “If you look at flu seasons over
many years, you will see that infections consistently peak in January and February," Parada said.

But for those who may have already gotten a flu shot in September, "don't panic," he said. "You will
still have some protection, just not as much. Waning immunity is better than no immunity."

Any Time Is Better Than Never

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends getting a flu shot as soon as it

becomes available in your community. That’s because flu season could strike as early as October,
and it takes about two weeks for the shot to work.

The CVS pharmacy website says that flu shots usually become available starting in September. “It's
not an exact science," Parada said. "Last year and in 2009, the flu started early, but most people
would still have been protected if they got their shot in October. Any time is better than no time."

He also says to remember:

. Late is better than never. If you procrastinate about getting a flu shot until January, there's
still time to get one. You will still be protected for the majority of the flu season.

. Getting a flu shot after having the flu still counts. If you wait too long and get the flu
before you get a flu shot, don’t assume you won'’t get it again. “There are always three or four
major strains of flu going around," Parada said. "Getting one strain may not protect you from the
others. A flu shot after the flu is still a good bet."

. You can always get a booster. If you're older than 65 and got the flu shot early, you can
get a booster if the flu is still raging in March. “It could be a good idea for seniors to consider," he
said. "Seniors should ask their doctors about it."

Does It Matter Where You Get Your Flu Shot?

There was a time when almost everyone got a flu shot at the doctor’s office. Now many people get
the shot at their local pharmacy. “You can’t argue with pharmacies getting into the flu shot business,"
Parada said. "The primary goal is to get as many people vaccinated as possible. On the flip side, flu
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shots get people into the store, and pharmacies may advertise that they have it first. Don’t feel
pressured to run right in."

There are three types of flu shots available and a nasal spray flu vaccine. The regular flu shot is

approved for everyone 6 months and older. Another type of shot uses a smaller needle that just
goes into your skin -- this one is approved for people ages 18 to 64. There's also a higher-dose shot
for people older than 65, to give extra protection. The nasal spray is for people between 2 and 49.

Your doctor’s office, clinic, or pharmacy should be able to give you all the information you need
about your flu shot. Parada adds: "Just because you can get your flu shot at the pharmacy does not
mean all medical care there. Don’t forget to keep in touch with primary doctor.”
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