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OBJECTIVE

In this study, our objectives were to (1) develop a taxonomy of disease and societal response and apply it to the analysis of news media stories for indications and warning (I&W) of influenza, and (2) demonstrate that this taxonomy can discriminate between seasonal and pandemic influenza.
BACKGROUND
Early detection and situational awareness of influenza pandemics may enable public health officials to respond rapidly and mitigate effects of disease [1 - 2]. Statements from international response organizations preliminarily support this concept when applied to the global 2009-H1N1 influenza pandemic response [3 – 4]. We have developed a novel approach to the surveillance of infectious disease based upon detecting and monitoring epidemic-related social disruption [5].
METHODS
Media reports that were printed during the 1968 influenza periods pandemic were acquired and reviewed in conjunction with the existing Project Argus disease surveillance taxonomy [1].  Indications and warning (I&W) data was captured and a pandemic influenza taxonomy of direct and indirect indicators was constructed. The resulting taxonomy was applied to reports of respiratory disease from five Chinese- and English-language newspapers, all published in Hong Kong and Southern China, for 1967 (no pandemic), and for 1968 (influenza A/H3N2 pandemic). For all articles collected, elements of the taxonomy (“I&W”) were identified and extracted. Pattern and difference analysis was undertaken with these data from 1967 (no pandemic) and 1968 (pandemic).

RESULTS
The resultant taxonomy contained ninety-three parameters categorized in seven main categories:  report of human disease, official acknowledgement, community acknowledgement, official action, integrity of infrastructure, local perception of threat, and business practice changes. Analysis of news media from the target region revealed a statistically significant variation in I&W rate when comparing the pandemic to the non-pandemic (i.e., seasonal influenza) year. Interestingly, results suggesting reports of a socially disruptive disease event in the target region is first noted in those main taxonomic categories ascribed to community recognition rather than official acknowledgement or action by governing bodies. 

CONCLUSIONS

Taxonomy-based surveillance of local media sources may enable the early detection of intensive influenza transmission. 
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