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Abstract

Background.—The evolution of influenza A viruses results in birth cohorts that have different 

initial influenza virus exposures. Historically, A/H3 predominant seasons have been associated 

with more severe influenza-associated disease; however, since the 2009 pandemic, there are 

suggestions that some birth cohorts experience more severe illness in A/H1 predominant seasons.

Methods.—United States influenza virologic, hospitalization, and mortality surveillance data 

during 2000–2017 were analyzed for cohorts born between 1918 and 1989 that likely had different 

initial influenza virus exposures based on viruses circulating during early childhood. Relative risk/

rate during H3 compared with H1 predominant seasons during prepandemic versus pandemic and 

later periods were calculated for each cohort.

Results.—During the prepandemic period, all cohorts had more influenza-associated disease 

during H3 predominant seasons than H1 predominant seasons. During the pandemic and later 

period, 4 cohorts had higher hospitalization and mortality rates during H1 predominant seasons 

than H3 predominant seasons.

Conclusions.—Birth cohort differences in risk of influenza-associated disease by influenza A 

virus subtype can be seen in US influenza surveillance data and differ between prepandemic and 

pandemic and later periods. As the population ages, the amount of influenza-associated disease 

may be greater in future H1 predominant seasons than H3 predominant seasons.
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Influenza viruses are constantly changing and as a result cause significant morbidity and 

mortality during annual epidemics and periodic pandemics [1–5]. As influenza A viruses 

have evolved and emerged or re-emerged during the past 100 years, the subtypes and 

antigenic properties of the viruses circulating in the human population at any given time 

have changed (Figure 1). Before 1977, a single influenza A subtype circulated; H1 viruses 

circulated from at least 1918 until 1957, H2 viruses circulated from 1957 until 1968, and H3 

viruses circulated from 1968 to 1977. In 1977, H1 viruses re-emerged and began to 

cocirculate with H3 viruses. Currently, both influenza A subtypes and 2 influenza B lineages 

cocirculate at different proportions during annual epidemics. Since 1976, the highest rates of 

severe influenza-related illness and death usually occur in seasons during which H3 viruses 

are predominant [1–3].

As a result of the frequently changing landscape of influenza A virus circulation, different 

birth cohorts have different influenza A virus exposure histories. The concept of 

immunologic imprinting or “original antigenic sin,” first described in the mid-1900s, 

suggests that the influenza virus with which an individual is first infected has a lasting 

impact on subsequent immune responses, such that subsequent influenza infections cause a 

boost to antibodies against the initial virus [6]. More recently, a modified version of this 

phenomenon, termed antigen imprinting or antigenic seniority, proposes that there is a 

relative immune response to each subsequent strain one is infected with and the antibody 

response is highest against viruses one is exposed to in childhood [7, 8]. Some studies 

suggest that the age distribution of severe illness noted during the 2009 pandemic (greater in 

children and younger adults than among those ≥65 years) may be at least partially explained 

by this phenomenon because the pandemic virus was related to the H1 viruses that were the 

initial influenza infection for persons born in the early to mid-1900s [5, 9–11].

Since the 2009 pandemic, US influenza surveillance data have suggested a distribution of 

severe influenza illness different from what was seen in prepandemic seasons. For example, 

surveillance for laboratory-confirmed, influenza-associated hospitalizations found that older 

adults continued to have higher mean hospitalization rates during H3 compared with H1 

predominant seasons, but younger adults had higher mean hospitalization rates during H1 

predominant seasons [12]. To explore this apparent shift in disease burden of influenza A 

subtypes since the emergence of the H1 virus that caused the 2009 pandemic (H1pdm09), 

and to determine whether adults were affected differentially based on their original influenza 

A virus exposure, we compared US influenza laboratory, hospitalization, and mortality 

surveillance data for 7 adult birth cohorts during the 2000–2001 through 2016–2017 

influenza seasons.
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METHODS

Birth Cohorts

Seven 5-year birth cohorts with birth years from 1918 to 1989 were assessed. Birth cohort 

was used as a proxy for initial influenza A virus exposure. Cohort start years were selected 

to coincide with the emergence of a new influenza A subtype or significant antigenic 

changes to the circulating H1 virus [9, 10, 13–15]. Changes within H1 viruses were selected 

for birth cohort determination because, during the past 100 years, these viruses circulated for 

a longer period of time than H3 viruses, and because they emerged and re-emerged at 3 

separate time points (Figure 1). In addition, since the development of influenza vaccine, H1 

viruses exhibited fewer substantial antigenic changes, necessitating fewer vaccine strain 

updates than H3 viruses [16]. The birth cohorts analyzed had a likely initial influenza virus 

exposure to H1 viruses (1918, 1933, and 1947 cohorts), H2 viruses (1957 cohort), H3 

viruses (1968 cohort), or a mix of H1 and H3 viruses (1977 and 1985 cohorts) (Table 1). The 

mixed virus cohorts were included in part to assess whether mixed exposure might, at a 

population level, have an advantage during this current period of H1 and H3 virus 

cocirculation. Five-year cohorts were used to maximize the likelihood that cohort members’ 

initial influenza virus infection was caused by a similar virus; almost all children have been 

infected with an influenza A virus by the time they are 6 years old [17], and the potential for 

mixing during transition from one virus group to another is minimized with a 5-year cohort.

Study Period

Data from US influenza seasons from October 2000 through September 2017 were analyzed. 

Most seasons began in early October and continued through the following September. Due 

to the emergence of the H1pdm09 virus and start of the pandemic in April 2009, the 2008–

2009 season ended in late April 2009, and the 2009–2010 season encompassed influenza 

activity occurring from late April 2009 through September 2010.

Influenza Disease Data Sources

We looked at data from 3 US influenza surveillance systems that capture clinically 

significant influenza-associated illness: the US World Health Organization (WHO) 

Collaborating Laboratories System, the US Influenza Hospitalization Surveillance Network 

(FluSurv-NET), and the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) Mortality 

Surveillance System. Specimen level results from influenza testing performed on specimens 

collected during routine patient care at outpatient, emergency department, and inpatient 

settings and reported to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention by US WHO 

Collaborating Laboratories [18] were analyzed. Between 72 and 113 laboratories 

participated each season with between 28% (prepandemic period) and 53% (pandemic and 

later period) of laboratories reporting specimen-level data. Specimen-level data with 

complete information for date of specimen collection or receipt, assay result, and patient 

birthdate or age were analyzed. Assay method was not available at the specimen level; 

however, the most commonly used test methods at public health laboratories before the 2009 

pandemic were viral culture and serology-based assays, and since the pandemic the most 

commonly used test methods have been molecular-based assays.
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Laboratory-confirmed, influenza-associated hospitalization data from FluSurv-NET [18, 19] 

for the 2005–2006 season (first season adults were included) through the 2016–2017 season 

were analyzed. Population-based surveillance occurred in selected counties of between 10 

and 16 states per season and allowed the estimation of crude birth cohort-specific 

hospitalization rates. Date of hospitalization and influenza test, test result, test type (viral 

culture, direct/indirect fluorescent antibody assay, rapid influenza diagnostic test [RIDT], 

molecular assay), and patient birthdate/age were analyzed. Persons positive for influenza B, 

positive using a test that did not distinguish between influenza A or B, or likely had a 

hospital-acquired influenza infection (first influenza positive more than 3 days after hospital 

admission) were excluded. For patients with discordant results between an RIDT and a 

molecular assay on specimens collected on the same day, the RIDT results were excluded. If 

specimens were collected on different days, the positive result, regardless of test type, was 

accepted because it was not possible to determine whether timing of exposure, antiviral 

treatment, or other issues were responsible for the discordant results. The most recent census 

data available at the start of each season were used for cohort denominators. Census data for 

catchment area counties participating in FluSurv-NET were available in 1-year increments 

for persons aged 1 to 84 years and were estimated for those ≥85 years by applying single-

year proportions in countrywide census data (available in 1-year increments up to 99 years 

of age) to the aggregate catchment area population denominator for persons ≥85 years.

Mortality data from the NCHS National Vital Statistics System [20] were analyzed. An 

influenza death was defined as one with an influenza code (ICD-10 J10-J11) listed anywhere 

on the death certificate. Final mortality data from 2000 to 2016 and preliminary 2017 

mortality data (as of October 10, 2018) were used. Cohort denominators were determined 

using the US census estimates in one year age increments available in July preceding each 

season.

Comparing H1 and H3 Predominant Seasons

Each influenza season was categorized as H1 or H3 predominant based on the influenza A 

subtype reported most frequently by US WHO Collaborating Laboratories. The predominant 

influenza A subtype accounted for between 41% and 99% of circulating viruses during the 

prepandemic seasons and between 46% and 95% of the circulating viruses during pandemic 

and later seasons (Table 2). To control for the difference in circulating H1 viruses and 

changes in awareness, testing, and reporting of influenza that occurred as a result of the 

pandemic, 2 time periods were defined: prepandemic (2000–2001 through 2008–2009 

seasons) and pandemic and later (2009–2010 through 2016–2017 seasons). The 3 outcomes 

tested across seasons during each time period for each birth cohort are (1) percentage of 

specimens testing positive for influenza A (percentage positivity), (2) rate of influenza A-

associated hospitalizations, and (3) rate of influenza-coded deaths. Relative risks (percentage 

positivity) and relative rates (influenza hospitalizations and deaths) of H3 compared with H1 

predominant seasons by birth cohort were calculated using generalized estimating equations 

with influenza subtype, pandemic period, and their interaction as main effects and season as 

a random effect. To account for the small number of seasons, confidence intervals and 

statistical significance were assessed using a wild bootstrap method [21] with 1000 
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replications and a 6-point distribution for the weights [22]. All analyses were performed 

with SAS version 9.4 (SAS Institute).

RESULTS

Virologic Surveillance

Laboratory testing for influenza increased during the pandemic and remained elevated in 

subsequent seasons compared with prepandemic testing levels (Table 3). During the 

prepandemic period, the overall mean number of specimens tested per cohort per season was 

305 with the cohort-specific mean number of specimens tested ranging from 125 (1933 

cohort) to 632 (1985 cohort). During the pandemic and later period, the overall mean 

number of specimens tested per cohort per season increased approximately 10-fold to 2941, 

and the cohort-specific mean number of specimens tested ranged from 1280 (1918 cohort) to 

3791 (1985 cohort).

Percentage positivity was significantly higher during prepandemic H3 predominant seasons 

than H1 predominant seasons for the H1 cohorts (1918, 1933, 1947) with the highest risk in 

the 1918 cohort (Table 4). The increased positivity in H3 seasons was seen for the other 4 

cohorts, but the results were not statistically significant. During the pandemic and later 

period, the relative risk of having an influenza A-positive specimen remained higher during 

H3 compared with H1 predominant seasons for the 1918 and 1933 cohorts (relative risk 6.17 

and 2.73, respectively). For the 1947 cohort, the relative risk was greater, but not statistically 

significant, in the postpandemic H3 seasons compared with H1 seasons. For the remaining 

cohorts (1957, 1968, 1977, and 1985), the relative risk was close to 1.

Hospitalization Surveillance

During the prepandemic period for which FluSurv-NET data were available (2005–2006 

through 2008–2009 seasons), the number of influenza A hospitalizations per birth cohort per 

season ranged from 24 to 200 (Table 5) with the cohort-specific mean ranging from 41 (1985 

cohort) to 102 (1918 cohort). Due at least in part to increased laboratory testing for 

influenza, the overall mean number of influenza-associated hospitalizations during the 

pandemic and later period was higher than during the prepandemic period (426 and 67, 

respectively), and the cohort-specific mean during the pandemic and later period ranged 

from 250 (1985 cohort) to 668 (1933 cohort) (Table 5).

The influenza A hospitalization rate per 100 000 population (Table 6) was higher during 

prepandemic H3 predominant seasons than H1 predominant seasons for all cohorts with 

relative rates ranging from 3.88 (1918 cohort) to 1.31 (1985 cohort) but statistically 

significant for only the H1 cohorts (1918, 1933, and 1947). During the pandemic and later 

period, the rates of influenza A hospitalization remained higher during H3 compared with 

H1 predominant seasons for the all 3 H1 cohorts but only statistically significant for the 

1918 cohort (relative rate 8.58). For the remaining cohorts, the inverse was true; the rate of 

hospitalization for H3 predominant seasons was lower than H1 predominant seasons, 

statistically significantly for the 1968 and 1977 cohorts (relative rates 0.54 and 0.50, 

respectively).
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Mortality Surveillance

During the prepandemic period, the number of influenza-coded deaths per cohort per season 

ranged from 2 to 538 (Table 7) with the cohort-specific mean ranging from 7 (1977 cohort) 

to 225 (1918 cohort). Likely due to increases in influenza testing and recognition of the 

contribution of influenza to a person’s death, the number of influenza-coded deaths for a 

single cohort in a single season during the pandemic and later period was higher, ranging 

from 10 to 1249 with the cohort-specific mean ranging from 33 (1985 cohort) to 439 (1918 

cohort).

The influenza death rate per 100 000 population (Table 8) during the prepandemic period 

was higher during H3 predominant seasons than H1 predominant seasons for all birth 

cohorts (statistically significant for 1918, 1937, 1947, and 1968) with the relative rate 

ranging from 6.54 (1918 cohort) to 1.67 (1957 and 1968 cohorts). During the pandemic and 

later period, the relative rate of an influenza death was higher during H3 than H1 

predominant seasons for the 1918 and 1933 cohorts (5.64 [statistically significant] and 2.14 

times higher, respectively), whereas the remaining cohorts had a higher rate of influenza 

deaths during H1 seasons (relative rates from 0.90 [1947 cohort] to 0.37 [1968 cohort]; 

statistically significant for 1957, 1968, 1977, and 1985 cohorts).

DISCUSSION

This analysis of US influenza surveillance data by birth cohort rather than traditional age 

groups (eg, children, adults, elderly) suggests, on a population level, that initial influenza A 

virus subtype exposure may affect the clinical impact of influenza in subsequent years. 

Before 2009, more influenza-associated hospitalization and death occurred during H3 

predominant seasons than H1 predominant seasons for all birth cohorts studied with the 

largest and statistically significant effect seen in those birth cohorts that had their first 

influenza virus exposure with an H1 virus (the 1918, 1933, and 1947 cohorts). However, 

since the H1pdm09 virus emerged, birth cohorts born after 1957 experienced more severe 

illness (statistically significant for the 1968 and 1977 cohorts) and deaths (statistically 

significant for 1957 and later cohorts) during H1 seasons, whereas the 1918 through 1947 

H1 cohorts continued to have more severe illness and deaths (statistically significant for 

hospitalizations and deaths for the 1918 cohort) in H3 seasons. Thus, as time passes and 

there are fewer persons alive who typically fare better in H1 predominant seasons (the H1 

cohorts), and persons that typically fare worse in H1 seasons (cohorts born after 1957) age 

and become at higher risk for severe influenza complications, seasons with a predominance 

of H1pdm09 virus infections may be associated with more severe illness than H3 

predominant seasons.

Our results were generally consistent across the 3 surveillance systems, with the percentage 

of specimens positive for influenza A and influenza hospitalization and mortality rates 

greater during prepandemic H3 than H1 predominant seasons for all cohorts (statistically 

significant for all H1 cohorts for all indicators and for mortality in the 1968 cohort). In 

contrast, since the pandemic, the 1957 and later cohorts experienced more hospitalizations 

and deaths during H1 predominant seasons (statistically significant for mortality in all 4 

cohorts and hospitalization in the 1968 and 1977 cohorts). The variability in amount and 
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intensity of influenza activity from season to season, even among seasons with a similar 

predominant influenza A subtype, resulted in larger confidence intervals, and in some cases 

confidence intervals that included 1, even for cohorts that experienced a large disparity in 

rates or percentage positive. Even in the presence of this known variability among influenza 

seasons, many cohorts saw statistically significant differences in activity based on the 

predominant virus and saw changes in these differences between the 2 study periods.

Our findings might be explained in part by the evolutionary pattern of H1 viruses since 

1918. The H1 viruses circulating during 1918 underwent antigenic drift over time, with 

notable changes in 1933 and 1947, and multiple related but distinguishable groups of H1 

viruses circulated from 1947 to 1957 [9, 10, 13–15]. The H1 viruses that re-emerged in 1977 

were most similar to the viruses that circulated in the early 1950s [23]. Studies have shown 

that the H1pdm09 virus that emerged in 2009 was antigenically more similar to the H1 

viruses that caused the 1918 pandemic than to the later prepandemic H1 viruses [9, 10]. 

Based on these antigenic properties, we hypothesized, and our data supported, that (1) the 

1918 cohort would have the greatest protection against currently circulating H1pdm09 

viruses followed by the 1933 and 1947 cohorts and (2) all 3 H1 cohorts would fare better 

during pandemic and later H1 predominant seasons than cohorts with initial exposure to H2, 

H3, or later prepandemic H1 viruses. Although the H1 viruses that re-emerged in 1977 were 

similar to those seen between 1947 and 1957, they cocirculated with H3 viruses, thereby 

reducing the probability that an individual in the 1977 or 1985 cohort had an initial influenza 

exposure to an H1 virus and potentially resulting in less protection against H1pdm09 viruses 

for these cohorts compared with the 1947 cohort.

The birth cohort effects related to initial exposure to H1 viruses were more apparent than 

effects related to initial exposure to H3 viruses, possibly due to the overall slower rate of 

change among H1 viruses and the emergence in 2009 of the H1pdm09 virus that was 

antigenically similar to the 1918 H1 viruses. This difference in imprinting effects of H1 

compared with H3 viruses could be due to larger antigenic differences between the H3 

viruses that circulated during and immediately after the 1968 pandemic and the H3 viruses 

that circulated during the study period.

Our analysis of US influenza surveillance data to compare birth cohort impacts required the 

assumption that all influenza activity in a season was due to the predominant influenza A 

subtype and all or most members of a birth cohort had a similar initial influenza virus 

exposure. We controlled for the effect of influenza B virus cocirculation in the laboratory 

and hospitalization data by analyzing only influenza A virus data (this was not possible for 

the mortality data), and we structured the birth cohort start years and duration to maximize 

the likelihood that cohort members had similar initial influenza A virus exposures. 

Furthermore, because the percentage of circulating viruses accounted for by the predominant 

influenza A subtype was lower during H1 predominant prepandemic seasons and H3 

predominant pandemic and later seasons, any bias potentially caused by attributing all 

influenza-related illness to the predominant virus would underestimate the true relative risk 

of H3 viruses during the prepandemic period and H1 viruses during the pandemic and later 

period. It is possible that a change in virulence of the H1 virus could account for some of the 

changes identified in this analysis; however, if this were a significant contributing factor, we 
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would have expected to see a uniform impact for each cohort rather than the differential 

impact across cohorts that was observed.

To control for changes in influenza recognition and testing practices that occurred during the 

study period, most notably as a result of the 2009 pandemic, and potential age-related 

differences in recognition of influenza and influenza testing practices, we stratified the 

analysis by birth cohort (as a proxy for age) and time period (prepandemic versus pandemic 

and later). We also determined that the different duration of the 2008–2009 and 2009–2010 

seasons relative to other seasons in the study period should not significantly affect 

hospitalization or mortality rates because 2008–2009 activity was below baseline levels 

when the season ended, and little influenza activity was reported beyond the 52nd 

consecutive week of the 2009–2010 season. In the analysis of virologic data, we were not 

able to control for the relative contribution of specimens from outpatient and inpatient 

settings. The proportion of each may vary from season to season and may have contributed 

to the slightly different pattern of influenza A positivity compared with hospitalization and 

mortality rates in the pandemic and later period.

CONCLUSIONS

This analysis of data from 3 separate US influenza surveillance systems provides a clear 

indication that before the 2009 pandemic, H3 viruses caused more severe illness than H1 

viruses in all birth cohorts; however, since the pandemic, there has been a paradigm shift 

such that more severe disease/death is now occurring in H1 rather than H3 predominant 

seasons for those in the 1957 and later birth cohorts. With the emergence of the H1pdm09 

virus and the changing demographics of individuals with different initial influenza virus 

exposure histories, H1 predominant seasons may become the “high severity” influenza 

seasons of the future. As influenza viruses continue to evolve, it will be necessary to revisit 

these analyses to determine whether the morbidity and mortality patterns described here 

continue. Analyses of other influenza data by birth cohort, rather than age group, may also 

contribute to understanding the complex interplay of factors affecting the clinical impact of 

influenza virus infection.
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Figure 1. 
Influenza A virus circulation, 1918 through 2017.
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Table 1.

Most Likely Initial Influenza A Virus Subtype Exposure by Birth Cohort

Cohort Name Birth Years Cohort Type

Influenza A Subtype(s)
Circulating During Birth
Years

1918 1918-1922 H1 cohort A/H1

1933 1933-1937 H1 cohort A/H1 (significant drift compared with 1918 H1)

1947 1947-1951 H1 cohort A/H1 (further significant drift compared with 1918 and 1933 H1)

1957 1957-1961 H2 cohort A/H2

1968 1968-1972 H3 cohort A/H3

1977 1977-1981 Mixed cohort A/H1 (similar to 1947 H1), A/H3

1985 1985-1989 Mixed cohort A/H1 (slightly less similar to 1947 H1), A/H3
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Table 2.

Distribution of Circulating Influenza Viruses and Predominant Influenza A Subtype, by Season, United States, 

2000–2001 to 2016–2017

Season Period

Predominant
Influenza A

Virus Subtype

Percentage of
Circulating Viruses

H1 H3 B

Prepandemic

2000–2001 A/H1 52%   2% 47%

2001–2002 A/H3   2% 84% 14%

2002–2003 A/H1 41% 17% 42%

2003–2004 A/H3   0% 99%   1%

2004–2005 A/H3   0% 75% 25%

2005–2006 A/H3   8% 72% 21%

2006–2007 A/H1 49% 30% 21%

2007–2008 A/H3 18% 53% 29%

2008–2009 A/H1 58%   8% 34%

Pandemic and Later

2009–2010 A/H1pdm09 95%   4%   1%

2010–2011 A/H3 28% 46% 26%

2011–2012 A/H3 21% 60% 18%

2012–2013 A/H3   4% 66% 30%

2013–2014 A/H1pdm09 74% 11% 15%

2014–2015 A/H3   0% 83% 17%

2015–2016 A/H1pdm09 56% 14% 30%

2016–2017 A/H3 2% 75% 23%
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Table 8.

Comparison of Influenza Mortality by Birth Cohort, 2000–2001 through 2016–2017 seasons - Relative Rate of 

Influenza Mortality During H3 Compared to H1 Predominant Seasons

Prepandemic (2000–2001 to 2008–2009 Seasons) Pandemic and Later (2009–2010 to 2016–2017 Seasons)

Death Rate Per 100 000 (No. of Deaths)

H3 vs H1 
Predominant 

Seasons Death Rate Per 100 000 (No. of Deaths)

H3 vs HI 
Predominant 

Seasons

Cohort HI Predominant Seasons H3 Predominant Seasons

Relative Rate
(95% 

Confidence 
Interval) H1 Predominant Seasons H3 Predominant Seasons

Relative Rate
(95% 

Confidence 
Interval)

1918–1922 1.22 (220) 7.98 (1803) 6.54 (2.89–12.98) 7.29 (362) 41.12 (3173) 5.64 (1.08–18.74)

1933–1937 0.26 (96) 0.93 (433) 3.58 (1.99–6.46) 2.90 (645) 6.22 (2270) 2.14 (0.35–6.33)

1947–1951 0.10 (72) 0.25 (230) 2.50 (1.26–5.02) 1.52 (799) 1.37 (1203) 0.90 (0.30–1.94)

1957–1961 0.06 (53) 0.10 (109) 1.67 (0.75–4.26) 1.28 (860) 0.63 (704) 0.49 (0.20–0.95)

1968–1972 0.03 (21) 0.05 (55) 1.67 (1.05–4.19) 0.70 (437) 0.26 (276) 0.37 (0.17–0.66)

1977–1981 0.02 (19) 0.05 (45) 2.50 (0.58–3.94) 0.40 (246) 0.18 (185) 0.45 (0.25–0.75)

1985–1989 0.03 (26) 0.06 (63) 2.00 (0.99–4.47) 0.26 (169) 0.10 (113) 0.38 (0.27–0.74)

The bold indicates the value is statistically significant.
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