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To investigate potential impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on influenza, we compared the number of 
confirmed influenza cases from October 2020 to January 2021 to the same period of the past four years, 
starting with the 2016-2017 season. Out of the 7,336,345 influenza tests performed since October 2016, 
569,571 were positive. Between October and January of the last four flu seasons (2016-2020), an average 
of 61,373 cases were confirmed per season. The 2019-2020 flu season had the highest number of influenza 

cases with 101,467, while the 2020-2021 season had 2,243 confirmed cases, a 97.8% decline from the 
2019-2020 season, and a 96.3% decline from the 2016-2020 seasonal average.  

Influenza Cases 

 

Figure 1. Number of lab-confirmed influenza cases from October 2016 through January 2021. 

Though we found fewer patients were tested during the pandemic (5 50,133 patients were tested in the 
2020-2021 season compared to an average of 1,696,553 patients over the previous four seasons), the test 

positivity rate also decreased in the 2020-2021 flu season compared to previous years from an average of 
8.1% to 0.45%. This suggests the decrease in influenza cases is not entirely due to reduced testing volumes.  

http://www.ehrn.org/articles/seasonal-influenza-rates-drop-to-historic-lows-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
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In addition to the significant decrease in cases, we similarly saw a decline in influenza-related 
hospitalizations in 2020-2021. The number of hospitalizations in the 2020-2021 season dropped 93.7% 
from the previous season and dropped 92.7% from the 2016-2020 seasonal average, with only 850 

admissions from October 2020 to January 2021.  

Influenza Hospitalizations 

 

Figure 2. Hospital admissions with influenza diagnoses from October 2016 to January 2021. 

These findings align with the CDC-reported reductions in influenza cases and hospitalizations and show the 
COVID-19 pandemic coincided with significant decreases in confirmed cases.1,2 Prior to the start of the 
2020-2021 flu season, public health experts were concerned about an additional burden on healthcare 

systems with both COVID-19 and influenza cases happening simultaneously. Based on our findings, this 
concern did not materialize.  

Since the influenza positivity rate also decreased, the significant drop in influenza cases and hospitalizations 
suggest the enhanced infection prevention measures in place to combat COVID-19, such as face masks, 
social distancing, and limits on gatherings, might have played a role in the decline. Public health agencies 
might encourage more voluntary precautions like these during future flu seasons to keep influenza cases 

low.  

This study was completed by two teams, each comprised of a clinician and two d ata scientists that independently acquired and 

analyzed data. Data are pooled from 58 healthcare organizations representing 325 hospitals that span 35 states and cover 60 

million patients. 
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Term Definition 

Influenza Season In this analysis, influenza season refers to October through January. This 
allows us to use matched months, since we don’t have data through the 
traditional flu season (October through May) for 2021. 

Influenza Test Laboratory test with a final result mapped to one of the following LOINC 
codes: 
  
40981-3, 48310-7, 44559-3, 43874-7, 46082-4, 44558-5, 80382-5, 44563-5, 

44564-3, 44560-1, 31858-4, 5861-0, 31859-2, 5862-8, 5863-6, 72365-0, 
72366-8, 61102-0, 72356-9, 48509-4, 38381-0, 80588-7, 49531-7, 92977-8, 
82166-0, 76078-5, 34487-9, 85477-8, 22827-0, 55463-4, 33535-6, 44567-6, 
72367-6, 24015-0, 6437-8, 6438-6, 62462-7, 38382-8, 44572-6, 49534-1, 
43895-2, 46083-2, 80383-3, 44577-5, 44575-9, 44573-4, 5864-4, 5865-1, 
31864-2, 5866-9, 5867-7, 80591-1, 49535-8, 92976-0, 82170-2, 76080-1, 
40982-1, 85478-6, 6604-3 

Influenza-Related 
Admission 

Hospital admission with ICD-10-CM codes J9*, J10*, or J11* added as either 
the encounter diagnosis or billing diagnosis 
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