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                    OBJECTIVE

To ascertain whether mass media reportage of Novel H1N1 type  A flu (Swine flu) outbreaks  from April-July 2009, influenced sales of Tamiflu, and increased visits to NYC ERs for  influenza like illness (ILI)  by comparing such data to that generated during the same period in 2008 as monitored by syndromic surveillance.
                     BACKGROUND 
During the 2008-09 flu season, influenza A (H1), A (H3), and B viruses co-circulated in the US. In mid-April, 2009, the CDC documented the first two cases of novel influenza A (H1N1) in the US.  Caused by a novel strain of H1N1 type A influenza, an out-of-season outbreak spread rapidly in  the  northern hemisphere during  the 2009 post-flu season  producing unprecedented morbidity and  mortality  in infants, young children and pregnant women.[1] While mass media coverage may provide information to  prevent or contain a contagious disease, news of an outbreak of Swine flu, with no available vaccine, may result in fear and panic.  Earlier, Reuters (3/17/2006) observed a correlation between the intense US media coverage of bird flu outbreaks overseas in 2005, and stockpiling of Tamiflu  per  syndromic surveillance [3].

                    METHODS  
Using four criteria to evaluate media coverage [3-7], representative articles on Novel H1N1 flu that appeared in the US mass media from April-July 2009 were evaluated to determine whether their message: 1) invoked fear or panic; 2) was calming and reassuring; 3) was mixed,  both fear- provoking and reassuring; and, 4) was critical of the media. ‘Intensity’ reflected the number of Swine flu articles per timeframe. 
                     RESULTS 
From April ‘09 to July ‘09, print, and online editorials and articles below ran the gamut from ‘reassuring’ to ‘fear-provoking’ to those that criticized the media for ‘exaggerating.’ In late April, The Washington Post.Com (4/28/09) decries “A Fierce Outbreak of Swine Flu Coverage” while Reuters opines, “Swine Flu Gets Big Dose of Media Coverage.” On May 7th, Gallup reports that Swine flu worries in the US   subsided by 17%. But, by May 11th, Time notes, the Obama administration’s lack of an HHS Secretary, and CDC head while reporting a ‘run’ on Tamiflu in NYC. In the same fear-provoking issue, the “History of Flu Pandemics,” displays photos of police wearing face masks in 1918.   Newsweek (5/11;5/18/09) devotes a double issue to ‘Swine flu’ with a fear-provoking cover, and a lead story, “Fear & the Flu, the New Age of Pandemics” by Laurie Garrett; photos include Mexican children in face masks, a  slaughtered  pig, and archival data from the 1918 pandemic. Time (5/18/09) features “How to Prepare for an Epidemic,” decrying the scant surveillance of swine diseases in the US, Mexico and Canada; the US may not have enough doses of Tamiflu.  Near the end of May criticism of the media resumes; Newsweek (5/25/09) editorializes, “The Sky Isn’t Falling.”  On June 11th, PBS Online reports that the WHO raised the Swine flu pandemic alert to six, its highest level.  As   the summer of 2009 begins, the incidence of Swine flu falls in the northern hemisphere as does the intensity  and tone of mass media reportage lightens in the US; Time(6/22/09) devotes an entire issue to ‘preventive medicine’ with no mention of Swine flu.  When flu stories do appear, they are mixed; the NY Times (6/24/09) reports the US government is allocating $2 billion for vaccines, and is stockpiling Tamiflu. A day later, TIME.com notes that one million Americans had contracted Swine flu.              
CONCLUSION
In NYC, the ‘worst’ day, and ‘worst’ month of the pandemic, was correlated with intense media coverage,  spikes in Tamiflu  sales, [2,8] and increased visits to NYC ERs  as documented by syndromic surveillance  (ILINET): On May 25, the ‘worst’ day of the spring ’09 outbreak, 2500 persons visited  NYC ERs  with ILI  v. 150 with ILI for the same day in 2008; during the ‘worst’ month-long period, May 15-June 15, 44,678 persons visited the ER with ILI,  10 times greater than  the during the same period in  2008. [8-9]
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