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Coronavirus Adding More Concern to Regular Flu Season 
THIS SEASON COULD COST EMPLOYERS OVER $13 BILLION 
 
CHICAGO, February 11, 2020 – The most recent data from the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) predicts 22 million people of all ages nationwide have tested positive for one 

of the known types of influenza viruses in the 2019-2020 season. High instances of influenza-

like illnesses (ILI) occurred in 45 states and Puerto Rico. While it is difficult for the CDC to 

predict flu severity, Challenger estimates absences due to illness could cost employers over $13 

billion in lost productivity this season.  

“The Coronavirus has not had widespread infection rates in the US. However, it is impacting 

business in other ways. Trade and overseas demand, particularly with China, has slowed as the 

country is dealing with a nationwide epidemic and a global outbreak,” said Andrew Challenger, 

Vice President of global outplacement and business and executive coaching firm Challenger, 

Gray & Christmas, Inc. 

Shipping is taking a hard hit as China battles the virus, as cargo-carrying vessels bringing 

supplies to China are now earning 93% below what they made during its peak in 2019, and 95% 

below peak for crude-carrying vessels, according to a report from Bloomberg. 

Meanwhile, The Chairman of the Federal Reserve Jerome Powell will be talking to Congress this 

week, which will likely include discussions of how the Coronavirus will impact not only China’s 

economy but also the US economy. 

“While the Coronavirus has yet to sicken many Americans, and hopefully, spread of that disease 

remains contained, the flu season in the US has begun. After the severe flu season in 2017-2018 

affected people across the country, the nation’s employers would be wise to start discussing 
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prevention measures with their workforces if they haven’t already. Encourage workers to wash 

their hands often and stock soap at all shared sinks, and hand sanitizer in other shared spaces. 

Remind workers to get vaccinated for the circulating flu types, and tell sick workers to stay 

home,” said Challenger. 

Last year’s flu season sickened over 35.5 million people, down significantly from the 45 million 

people sickened in 2017-2018 season. Roughly 22 million of last season’s flu patients were 

working age, between the ages of 18 and 75, according to data from the CDC. 

This year’s flu season is similar to the 2012-2013 season, according to the CDC, which saw 33.7 

million people sickened.  

 

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention FluView Weekly U.S. Influenza Surveillance 

Report for Week 5, February 1, 2020 

Challenger predicts 23.4 million people between 18 and 75 could become ill with the flu this 

season, using age data from the 2012-2013 flu season. With the current employment-to-

population ratio of 61.2% and average hourly wage of $28.44, according to the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, employees taking four eight-hour days away from work due to the flu could cost 

employers $13,056,764,338.  



“To limit this cost, workplaces nationwide must start preparing for the possibility of flu-related 

absences and take precautions to stymie infections,” said Challenger. 

“Even if this season is more severe or if the Coronavirus does begin to factor into American 

workplaces, the impact of losing any workers during the flu season is considerable, especially to 

small and mid-size firms that may not have the people to cover absences without disrupting 

day-to-day business,” added Challenger. 

The CDC recently implemented surveillance programs to monitor cases of flu due to the 

severity of the 2017-18 season. Due to the high number of flu cases and deaths during the flu 

season, it is important to protect yourself by getting the flu shot.  

In addition to recommending workers get their flu shots, employers should consider expanding 

telecommuting and remote work opportunities if they begin to see the virus spread. 

“In the current tight labor market, many employers have already expanded work-from-home 

opportunities to attract and retain talent. Flu season is a good time to promote the use of those 

options, as it will help keep any infection from spreading,” said Challenger. 

The CDC recommends staying home from work four to five days after the onset of symptoms. 

People are most contagious the three days after symptoms begin. 

Challenger offered some other tips employers might consider to help prevent the spread of 

illness, as the current flu season is now in full swing: 

• Encourage getting a vaccine early and provide the information on where to get one 

nearby. It is never too late to protect yourself, but the earlier you receive the shot, 

the better.  

• Increase the number of shifts. This will reduce the amount of people working in the 

office at one time. 

• Limit meetings. If there is no need to gather large groups of workers in a confined 

space, then do not do it. Conduct meetings via conference calls or video 

conferencing. 

• Expand telecommuting. Determine who can work from home or another location. 

This will keep people off of public transportation and out of the office. 

• Allow sick workers to stay home without fear of losing their jobs. 

• Institute flexible leave policies to allow parents to care for a sick child or loved one. 



• Provide no-touch trash cans, hand-washing stations, soap, and hand sanitizer. 

• Encourage employees to wash their hands frequently, avoid handshakes, and take 

other hygienic precautions, such as disinfecting workplace surfaces, like phones and 

computers. 
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Challenger Past Flu Season Productivity Loss Estimates 

2019-2020 Productivity Loss Estimate 

14,346,832 estimated workers sickened 

$28.44 - average hourly wage 

Estimated Losses: $13.1B 

 

2018-2019 Productivity Loss Estimate 

20,000,000 estimated workers sickened 

$27.48 - average hourly wage 

Estimated Losses: $17.6B 

 

2017-2018 Productivity Loss Estimate 

25,000,000 estimated workers sickened 

$26.74 – average hourly wage (preliminary data for January 2018 from the Bureau of Labor Statistics) 

$855.68 – average wages lost due to missing four eight-hour shifts 

Estimated Losses: $21.39B 

 

2015-2016 Productivity Loss Estimate 

11,049,083 estimated workers sickened 

$26.63 – average hourly wage 

$852.16 – average wages lost due to missing four eight-hour shifts 

Estimated Losses: $9.4B 

 



2014-2015 Productivity Loss Estimate 

18,100,827 estimated workers sickened 

$25.26 – average hourly wage 

$808.32 – average wages lost due to missing four eight-hour shifts 

Estimated Losses: $14.6B 

 

2013-2014 Productivity Loss Estimate 

17,166,702 estimated workers sickened 

$24.19 – average hourly wage 

$774.08 – average wages lost due to missing four eight-hour shifts 

Estimated Losses: $13.3B 

Source: Challenger, Gray & Christmas, Inc. ©  


