
A COMPARISON OF INFLUENZA 
AND COVID-19

Influenza (flu) and COVID-19 are both contagious respiratory illnesses, but they are caused by different 
viruses. COVID-19 is caused by infection with a new coronavirus (called SARS-CoV-2) and flu is caused 
by infection with influenza viruses. Flu and COVID-19 illnesses may share similar characteristics and 
symptoms, but a closer examination reveals some key differences between the two. Testing may be 
necessary to help confirm a diagnosis. 

While more is learned every day, there is still a lot that is unknown about COVID-19 and the virus that 
causes it. 

To learn more about flu and the vaccine to prevent it, talk to your healthcare 
provider or visit https://www.cdc.gov/flu/about/index.html.

COVID-19 Flu

How it spreads

• Person-to-person
• Via droplets when an infected person coughs, sneezes, or talks
• Can spread by physical human contact or by touching a surface/object

with the virus on it

Prevention 

• Getting a COVID-19 and a flu vaccine
• Wearing a mask
• Thorough hand washing
• Staying home when sick
• Limiting contact with people who are infected
• Physical distancing
• Avoiding large events/mass gatherings
• Limiting indoor activities in poorly ventilated areas with groups of people

How long after 
exposure and infection 
until symptoms appear 

• 2 to 14 days (typically, 5 days;
some people may not have any
symptoms)

• 1 to 4 days

Signs and Symptoms

•  Fever or feeling feverish/chills
• Cough
• Shortness of breath or difficulty breathing
• Fatigue (tiredness)
• Sore throat
• Runny or stuffy nose
• Muscle pain or body aches
• Headache
• Vomiting and diarrhea

• New loss of taste or smell
• Some people do not have any

symptoms

How long someone can 
spread the virus

• 2 days before symptoms show
until at least 10 days after initial
symptoms

• 1 day before symptoms show
• Older children and adults with flu

are most contagious during the
initial 3-4 days of illness, but may
remain contagious for 7 days after
initial symptoms
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COVID-19 Flu

People at high-risk 
for severe illness

• Older adults
• People with certain underlying medical conditions
• Pregnant people

• School-aged children are at higher
risk of Multisystem Inflammatory
Syndrome in Children (MIS-C)

• Young children

Potential complications

• Pneumonia
• Respiratory failure
• Acute respiratory distress syndrome (i.e. fluid in lungs)
• Sepsis
• Cardiac injury (e.g. heart attacks and stroke)
• Multiple-organ failure (respiratory failure, kidney failure, shock)
• Worsening of chronic medical conditions (involving the lungs, heart, nervous

system, or diabetes)
• Inflammation of the heart, brain, or muscle tissues
• Secondary bacterial infections (i.e. additional infections that occur in people

who have already been infected with flu or COVID-19)

• Blood clots in the veins and arteries
of the lungs, heart, legs, or brain

• Multisystem Inflammatory
Syndrome in Children (MIS-C)
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Possible long-term 
effects

• Fatigue
• Shortness of breath or difficulty

breathing
• Cough
• Joint or muscle pain
• Memory, concentration, or sleep

problems
• Loss or taste in smell or taste
• Long-term damage to heart muscle

or lungs
• Many long-term COVID-19 effects

remain unknown
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