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Marital happiness is key to fighting off flu

Researchers at the University of Birmingham have discovered that bereavement is bad and marriage is good for the immune response to the annual flu jab.

The study looked into whether stressful life events and other related factors had an effect on the immune response to the flu vaccination, which gives a good indication of how well the body would fight off flu in real life.

The research team looked at the levels of antibodies in the blood, which are produced by the body to combat disease - a higher increase in antibody levels indicates higher immunity.  The team found that those who reported that they had happy marriages had a much higher level of antibodies in the blood than those reporting lower marital satisfaction.  Those that had suffered a bereavement in the year prior to vaccination had a poorer response than those who had not suffered bereavement.

More than 180 people aged over 65 from surgeries across Birmingham took part in the study, the first of its kind to study the impact of general psychological factors on immune response to the flu jab in older adults.  Participants gave a blood sample prior to vaccination, then further samples at one month.  They also completed questionnaires to gauge exposure to stressful life events including bereavement, and marital status and satisfaction.

Dr Anna Phillips from the University’s School of Sport and Exercise Sciences, who was lead investigator on the study, said: “We know that those aged over 65 are more at risk of the impact of flu, but this research shows that within that group, those that have been recently bereaved, or those that are single, divorced or widowed are more at risk that those who are in a happy marriage.  It is especially important for these at risk groups to get their flu jabs.”
Although bereavement and marital status were shown to have an influence on how well the body responded to the jab, the number of general stressful life events individuals had suffered in the year prior to vaccination, was not related to the immune response.  Also, the impact of bereavement and marriage on antibody levels emerged over and above the impact of other factors affecting the immune response such as age and the presence of chronic illness.  In addition, immune responses were not related to other health factors such as smoking, alcohol intake, sleep, exercise or diet.

Anna continues: “We would like to take this research further, to see whether interventions such as bereavement counselling or marriage counselling can improve the immune response in at risk groups.”
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Notes to Editors:

The study, entitled “Bereavement and marriage are associated with antibody response to influenza vaccination in the elderly”, is published in Brain, Behavior and Immunity, and available online via www.sciencedirect.com.

The research team from the University of Birmingham are:

Dr Anna Phillips, Prof Doug Carroll, Dr Victoria Burns, Dr Christopher Ring – School of Sport and Exercise Sciences

Dr John Macleod – Department of Primary Care and General Practice

Dr Mark Drayson – School of Medicine

Note to Broadcast Media:

Moving footage/interviews are available free of charge as a package to broadcast media via Research TV, due for streaming via APTN on Tuesday 8 November from 12.15-12.25 GMT – contact http://www.Research-TV.com for details / to request footage.

Flu facts:

· In most years it is estimated at least 3,000-4,000 deaths are attributable to the complications of flu & around 10-15% of the population develop flu each year. 
· At least another 20,000, and in cold winters 40,000, people die as a result of cold weather.
· The worst global epidemic (pandemic) ever was the ‘Spanish Flu’, which affected large parts of the world population and is thought to have killed at least 40 million people in 1918-1919.
· Flu is highly infectious: 100,000 flu particles can be projected into the air with just one sneeze.
· In just 12 hours, the flu virus can invade 1 million of your nose and throat cells.
· It only takes a minute to get the flu jab, but this will protect you for 12 months.
· The flu is particularly dangerous to people with asthma, diabetes, chronic heart, chest or kidney complaints, lowered immunity and to those aged 65 or over.
· The flu jab is free for people who are at risk (with one of the above conditions) and for those aged 65 and over.
· A sneeze, which can carry the virus, travels at 80 miles per hour and can reach distances of up to 30 feet away.
· The flu jab contains no live virus, so it cannot give you the flu.
· The World Health Organisation maps flu viruses and the vaccine is altered each year to ensure that it gives the best protection against the latest strains.
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School of Sport and Exercise Sciences:

The University of Birmingham’s School of Sport and Exercise Sciences is one of the leading research departments in the United Kingdom, receiving a top 6* rating for its research by the Higher Education Funding Council of England in the recent Research Assessment Exercise.

The school’s research activities focus on Behavioural Medicine, Cardiovascular and Respiratory Physiology in Exercise, Exercise Biochemistry, Human Movement and Sport Psychology.

For further information on school activities, visit: http://www.sportex.bham.ac.uk/
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