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Public health campaign 

Specification reference 

 3.3.1 Spread of communicable diseases 

Aims 

This activity enables you to carry out some research into a disease that has 
recently caused an epidemic and use this information to create a public health 
campaign to advise people how to prevent the spread of this specific 
communicable disease. 

Learning outcomes 

After completing this activity, you should be able to: 

 state some ways in which communicable diseases are spread 

 take a role in designing a form of communication to inform the public about 
how to prevent the spread of a disease 

 describe how the spread of diseases can be reduced or prevented 

 communicate to the public about how to stop the spread of a disease 

 use scientific knowledge to explain in detail how methods reduce or prevent 
the spread of disease 

 use an example to explain how a scientific method has been applied to help 
prevent the spread of disease. 

Task 

An epidemic occurs when a communicable disease affects a greater number of 
people than is normal for a particular area or when a disease spreads to areas 
that are not usually associated with the disease. If an epidemic spreads worldwide 
(or over many countries), it is known as a pandemic. 

Step 1 Read through the information on the next few pages about four different 
epidemics that have taken place recently. 

Step 2 In groups, choose one epidemic to advise the public about. You need to 
create a campaign to educate people about how to keep healthy and reduce the 
spread of the pathogen responsible for causing this disease. Your campaign could 
include a poster, leaflet, advertisement, or all three if you have more time. 

In your campaign you must ensure that the public: 

 understand what causes the disease 

 are aware of the symptoms of the disease 

 are aware of how to treat the symptoms of the disease if they or their family 
fall ill 
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 know how to prevent the spread of the pathogen so that they can take 
appropriate steps to reduce the chance of them catching the disease.  

For each preventative technique you must explain how it prevents the pathogen 
from being spread. 

Swine flu 

Information on the disease 

Swine flu is the common name for a type of influenza (flu) caused by a strain of 
the influenza virus known as the H1N1 virus. H1N1 was first identified in Mexico in 
2009 and was known at the time as Mexican flu. Over time, it came to be known 
as swine flu because the virus closely resembles known influenza viruses that 
cause illness in pigs. Since 2009, swine flu has spread rapidly from country to 
country. People became easily infected because it was a new type of flu virus that 
few people were immune to. 

An outbreak of any disease is known as an epidemic. Epidemics that span 
different countries are known as pandemics. In the winter of 2009–2010, swine flu 
cases were detected as far apart as the USA and India. This outbreak was 
therefore classified as a pandemic. 

The 2009–2010 pandemic proved to be relatively mild and was not as serious as 
originally thought. A mortality rate of up to 6% was predicted, which could have 
led to as many as 30 000 deaths in the United Kingdom alone. However, the 
actual death rate was far smaller than this – 138 people died as a direct result of 
the flu virus from an estimated 540 000 cases. Most of these cases were among 
the very elderly, the very young, and people with a pre-existing health condition 
(e.g., cancer) that had already weakened their immune systems. 

On 10 August 2010, the World Health Organization (WHO) declared the pandemic 
officially over. 

Symptoms 

The symptoms of swine flu are similar to those of other types of flu. These include: 

 raised body temperature (38ºC or above) 

 fatigue and tiredness 

 aching joints and muscles 

 headache. 

Treatment 

Most people recover from swine flu within a week by resting at home. No special 
treatments are usually needed. Patients are advised to drink plenty of water to 
avoid dehydration, to take painkillers such as paracetamol, and to take 
anti-inflammatory drugs such as ibuprofen. 

Patients who do not respond to this treatment may be prescribed antiviral 
medications that can help the body to fight the viral infection and/or antibiotic 
drugs to treat any secondary bacterial infections, such as pneumonia. 

Preventing the spread of swine flu 
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People become infected with swine flu through droplet infection, usually from an 
infected person coughing or sneezing nearby. This can spread the droplets over 
around 1 metre. The virus can then survive for up to 24 hours on the surface on 
which it lands. If a person then touches these surfaces and subsequently places 
their hands near their mouth or nose, infection can occur. 

Healthcare professionals, pregnant women, anyone aged 65 and over, children, 
and adults with an underlying health condition are now offered a vaccine against 
three types of flu, including swine flu, by means of the ‘flu jab’. This offers 
protection to those most likely to become infected or who are likely to become 
seriously ill from the virus. 

Cholera 

Information on the disease 

Cholera is a bacterial infection caused by eating contaminated food or drinking 
contaminated water. It is caused by the bacterium Vibrio cholera. 

Cholera is not a new disease – the first outbreak in the UK was in 1831 and went 
on to claim an estimated 50 000 lives. Improved sanitation and clean water 
supplies were introduced in UK towns and cities, which led to significant 
decreases in the number of cases in this country. 

However, cholera is still in existence in countries where sanitation is poor, or 
where there is little or no access to clean drinking water. For example, the 
Caribbean island of Haiti suffered a devastating earthquake in January 2010, 
which destroyed much of the country’s infrastructure. Flooding added to the 
problem, contaminating water sources with infected sewage. Over 700 000 cases 
of cholera were reported, killing more than 8500 people. This epidemic produced 
the first reported cases of cholera in Haiti in more than a century. 

Symptoms 

The symptoms of cholera include: 

 severe diarrhoea 

 sickness (often severe) 

 stomach cramping. 

This combination of symptoms can cause a sufferer to become quickly 
dehydrated. This can lead to shock due to a sudden drop in blood pressure and, 
in some cases, to death. 

Treatment 

Cholera is usually treated using oral rehydration solutions. These contain a 
mixture of salts and glucose dissolved in water, which replace the fluids and 
minerals that are lost when a person becomes dehydrated. The body is then 
usually able to fight off the bacterial infection alone. However, for sufferers who 
become severely dehydrated, intravenous antibiotics (antibiotics that are 
administered directly into the bloodstream) may be prescribed. 
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Preventing the spread of cholera 

There have been no reported cases of cholera in the UK in over 100 years. The 
key to preventing infection is an effective sanitation system (to remove infected 
faeces without contamination of the fresh water supply) and the provision of clean 
drinking water. 

Poorer countries, such as those in sub-Saharan Africa, or countries that have 
experienced a recent natural disaster are at risk of not being able to supply their 
population with clean drinking water and effective sanitation. This enables the 
spread of the disease. It is therefore a priority for support organisations to help to 
provide these conditions following a natural disaster or as part of an ongoing aid 
package. Drilling new drinking water wells and providing support and advice to 
improve safe household water practices can help to prevent the spread of this 
disease. 

A vaccination is available against cholera, which offers effective protection. 

Ebola 

Information on the disease 

Ebola virus disease (EVD) was previously known as Ebola haemorrhagic fever. It 
is a rare and deadly disease with an average mortality rate of 50%, although 
depending on the strain of the virus this may be as low as 20% or as high as 90%. 
The epidemic in West Africa that began in 2014, the largest to date, has claimed 
over 11 000 lives from an estimated 28 000 infections. 

Ebola viruses are found in several African countries, and can cause disease in 
humans and non-human primates (monkeys, gorillas, and chimpanzees). The 
disease was first identified in 1976 near the Ebola River (which led to the naming 
of the disease), in what is now the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Since then, 
outbreaks have appeared irregularly in different parts of Africa. 

Ebola is transmitted through direct human-to-human contact where there is an 
exchange of bodily fluids. This includes contact with broken skin, mucous 
secretions, or breast milk; sexual transmission; or contact with blood, stools, or 
vomit from an infected person. Infection can also occur from contact with a 
surface, such as bedding, that contains any of these materials. 

Symptoms 

The symptoms of Ebola are similar to those of a number of other illnesses. It can 
therefore be difficult to accurately diagnose the disease in its early stages. Typical 
symptoms include: 

 fatigue 

 headache and sore throat 

 severe muscle pain. 

These later develop into vomiting, diarrhoea, and a skin rash, often accompanied 
by internal and external bleeding. The incubation period for this disease can be 
anywhere from 2 to 21 days. Humans are not infectious until they begin to show 
the symptoms of the disease. 
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Treatment 

There is currently no approved treatment for Ebola, though some new treatments 
are being developed and tested. People infected with the Ebola virus are isolated 
to prevent further spread of the infection, and their oxygen supply and body 
electrolyte levels are closely monitored. Secondary infections are treated and 
organs are supported as required. Recovery ultimately depends on good 
supportive care and the person’s immune response to the virus. 

Preventing the spread of Ebola 

There is no vaccine currently available to offer protection against Ebola. To 
contain the virus, affected countries introduce strict quarantine for people who are 
infected (or who are suspected of being infected) with the virus. Lists of potential 
‘contacts’ (people with whom an infected person has had physical contact) are 
produced and these people are closely monitored for signs of the disease 
developing. 

Populations in the affected countries are also offered information and guidance on 
minimising the risk of infection. These include encouraging good personal hygiene 
(e.g., widespread use of hand sanitisers) and education programmes explaining 
how the disease can be transmitted. For example, people are told to avoid contact 
with items from an infected person that may contain body fluids (e.g., clothes, 
bedding, and medical equipment), and not to use funeral or burial rituals that 
involve handling the body of a person who has died from Ebola. 

MERS (Middle East respiratory syndrome) 

Information on the disease 

Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS) is a viral respiratory illness. It is caused 
by a type of virus known as Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus 
(MERS-CoV) – ‘corona’ is the Latin word for ‘crown’ and corona viruses are so 
named because the surface protein spikes of the virus resemble the corona of the 
sun. This virus was first identified in 2012 in Saudi Arabia. It has a mortality rate of 
up to 40%, which means that for every 10 people who contract the illness, around 
four will die of the disease. 

MERS is thought to be spread by droplet infection, for example, through coughing 
and sneezing. However, as this is a recently discovered condition, the precise 
ways in which the virus spreads are not well understood. What is known is that 
MERS-CoV spreads from ill people to others through close contact – many people 
have become infected through caring for a sick relative who has contracted the 
disease. 

An outbreak of MERS occurred in South Korea in 2015. 183 people were infected, 
resulting in 38 deaths (giving a mortality rate of around 25%). 

Symptoms 

MERS affects the respiratory system of an infected person. Typical symptoms 
include: 

 fever 

 cough 
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 shortness of breath. 

Some people who become infected with the MERS-CoV virus only suffer mild 
symptoms (similar to those associated with the common cold) or, in some cases, 
no symptoms at all. However, more serious complications can occur, including 
pneumonia, vomiting, diarrhoea, and kidney failure. Most of the people who die 
due to the illness already have an underlying medical condition. MERS has an 
incubation period of between 2 and 14 days. 

Treatment 

There is currently no vaccine against MERS and there is no cure for the disease. 
People who have been diagnosed as suffering from the illness are quarantined 
and those suffering more serious symptoms are offered clinical care. This can 
range from the provision of a regulated oxygen supply to significant intensive care 
support, such as mechanical ventilation. 

Preventing the spread of MERS 

Unlike related viruses such as SARS-CoV, the MERS-CoV virus is not easily 
transferred between humans. This makes containing an outbreak of the disease 
more manageable. 

Countries that have identified MERS infections have taken steps to isolate 
individuals who are showing the symptoms of the disease. This is the key 
mechanism in preventing widespread infection within a population. In addition, the 
MERS-CoV virus cannot survive for more than a day outside the human body and 
can be destroyed by domestic disinfectant chemicals. Populations are therefore 
encouraged to follow good hygiene practices (e.g., regular washing of hands, 
cleaning and disinfecting surfaces such as door handles that are regularly 
handled, and avoiding sharing cups and cooking utensils). The use of personal 
hand sanitisers is also encouraged. 

As of the end of 2015, there had not been a MERS epidemic. However, it is feared 
that a mutation of the MERS-CoV virus could result in a virus that is more easily 
spread or less easily destroyed. 

Questions 

1 Arrange the following levels of disease outbreaks, from the smallest to the largest 

   

Epidemic 

 

Small number of cases 

 

Pandemic 

     

    (1 mark) 
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2 Lots of simple techniques can be used to prevent the spread of infectious 
disease. Link each of the following techniques with the method of spread it 
prevents:  (3 marks) 

Covering your mouth when 
coughing 

 
Prevents pathogens being spread 

by vectors 

   

Washing your hands  Destroys most pathogens 

   

Boiling contaminated water  
Removes pathogens picked up by 
touching infected objects/people 

   

Using insect repellents  
Prevents pathogens being spread 

by droplet infection 

3 Explain why diseases spread more easily in: 

 a highly populated areas 

  

  (2 marks) 

 b areas with poor hygiene 

  

  (2 marks) 

4 State and explain three things you should do when preparing and cooking 
food in your kitchen to prevent you getting ill. 

 

 

 (3 marks) 
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