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Summary
The pathology of human influenza has been studied most intensively during the three pandemics of
the last century, the last of which occurred in 1968. It is important to revisit this subject because of
the recent emergence of avian H5N1 influenza in humans as well as the threat of a new pandemic.
Uncomplicated human influenza virus infection causes transient tracheo-bronchitis, corresponding
with predominant virus attachment to tracheal and bronchial epithelial cells. The main complication
is extension of viral infection to the alveoli, often with secondary bacterial infection, resulting in
severe pneumonia. Complications in extra-respiratory tissues such as encephalopathy, myocarditis,
and myopathy occur occasionally. Sensitive molecular and immunological techniques allow us to
investigate whether these complications are a direct result of virus infection or an indirect result of
severe pneumonia. Human disease from avian influenza virus infections is most severe for subtype
H5N1, but also has been reported for H7 and H9 subtypes. In contrast to human influenza viruses,
avian H5N1 virus attaches predominantly to alveolar and bronchiolar epithelium, corresponding with
diffuse alveolar damage as the primary lesion. Viremia and extra-respiratory complications appear
to be more common for infections with avian H5N1 virus than with human influenza viruses. Further
understanding and comparison of the pathology of human and avian influenza virus infections only
can be achieved by directed and careful pathological analysis of additional influenza cases.
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Introduction
An understanding of the pathology of influenza A virus infections in humans is important to
improve diagnosis and to understand how these viruses cause disease. This knowledge also is
important to evaluate animal models that adequately represent the disease in humans, and so
to further unravel the pathogenesis and to test potential antiviral drugs and vaccines. We here
review the pathology of human influenza A virus infections, both pandemic and seasonal, as
well as that caused by infections with avian influenza A viruses such as H5N1 virus.
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Uncomplicated influenza
Human influenza A virus infections for which the pathology is described include H1N1, H2N2,
and H3N2, which caused pandemics in 1918, 1957, and 1968, respectively [1]. Each time that
a new subtype enters the human population it replaces the previously circulating subtype. The
exception is the reintroduction in 1977 of H1N1, which has continued to co-circulate with
H3N2.

Transmission of human influenza virus occurs by inhalation of infectious droplets or airborne
droplet nuclei and, perhaps, by indirect (fomite) contact followed by self-inoculation of the
upper respiratory tract or conjunctival mucosa. The relative importance of these routes is still
debated [2]. Receptors for which human influenza viruses have a preference are long glycans
terminating in sialic acids linked to galactose by an alpha-2,6 linkage [3]. These receptors are
expressed on epithelial cells throughout the respiratory tract—nasal mucosa, paranasal sinuses,
pharynx, trachea, bronchi, bronchioles, and alveoli—but their abundance varies per site [4]. In
the tracheo-bronchial tree, human influenza viruses attach predominantly to ciliated epithelial
cells, and attach more abundantly to tracheal and bronchial epithelium than to bronchiolar
epithelium (Fig. 1) [5]. In uncomplicated influenza in humans, the cell types in which human
influenza virus replicates in vivo only has been determined for the nasal mucosa, where both
ciliated and non-ciliated cells are infected [6]. However, ex vivo human tissue cultures have
shown that epithelial cells of nasopharynx, adenoids, tonsil [7], bronchus and pulmonary
alveolus [4] are permissive. In vitro, primary cell cultures of human tracheal epithelial cells
have shown replication in both ciliated and non-ciliated cells [8].

One of the only descriptions of histologic lesions associated with uncomplicated influenza in
humans is from a study of tracheal and bronchial biopsies obtained from six young adults
between 1 and 7 days after onset of symptoms [9]. They had a diffuse, superficial, necrotizing
tracheo-bronchitis, which was progressively more severe further down the tracheo-bronchial
tree. Lesions were already visible at 1 day after onset of symptoms. Damage to the respiratory
epithelium ranged from vacuolization, edema, and absence of cilia to extensive desquamation
of epithelial cells. In the lamina propria, there was prominent edema and hyperemia, and
infiltration with primarily lymphocytes and histiocytes. Inflammatory cell infiltration was
limited compared to the extent of epithelial damage. From 2 days after the onset of symptoms,
epithelial repair was visible in the form of epithelial metaplasia.

The changes to the bronchial epithelium from influenza virus infection are short-lasting. In a
study of bronchial biopsies from patients between 1 and 6 weeks after onset of symptoms, the
only significant differences between influenza patients and healthy controls were thickened
surface epithelium and slight increase in lymphocytic infiltration of the lamina propria,
corresponding with epithelial regeneration and bronchial inflammation, respectively [10;11].

The typical signs and symptoms of uncomplicated influenza are both local (nasal obstruction,
cough, sore throat) and systemic (headache, fever, chills, anorexia, myalgia) [1]. These signs
and symptoms are due both to the damage at the site of virus replication and to the local and
systemic release of cytokines and other inflammatory mediators [12;13].

Primary complication: viral pneumonia
The most common complication of influenza is extension of the viral infection distally to the
lung, resulting in pneumonia. In contrast to damage to the tracheo-bronchial epithelium in
uncomplicated influenza, damage to the alveolar epithelium has severe consequences for the
gas exchange function of the respiratory tract. This damage to alveolar epithelium—consisting
of type I and type II pneumocytes—is due to a combination of the direct cytolytic effect of
viral infection and the indirect effect of host response [14]. Type I pneumocytes prevent leakage

Kuiken and Taubenberger Page 2

Vaccine. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 September 12.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



of fluid across the alveolar-capillary barrier, and type II pneumocytes both resorb fluid from
the alveolar lumen and produce lung surfactant that is important for reducing alveolar surface
tension. Therefore, damage to these cells allows fluid from the alveolar capillaries to flood into
the alveolar lumina. This causes severe, and in some cases fatal, respiratory dysfunction [15].

Risk factors for the development of influenza viral pneumonia include lack of previous
exposure to influenza virus with related surface glycoproteins, age greater than 65 years,
pulmonary disease, cardiovascular disease, and pregnancy [1]. Individuals who have not been
previously exposed to an antigenically related influenza virus lack the protection of the lung
against viral infection conferred by specific IgG, which reaches the alveolar lining fluid by
transudation from the serum [16–18]. Important chronic underlying pulmonary diseases that
predispose influenza patients to hospitalization are chronic obstructive pulmonary disease,
asthma, and pulmonary fibrosis [19], which involve remodeling of airways or distal lung
parenchyma and thus reduce pulmonary defense against infectious pathogens [20]. There are
no clear explanations for the increased risk of influenza viral pneumonia from cardiovascular
disease or pregnancy. It has been speculated that pulmonary hypertension secondary to
cardiovascular disease or from the increased blood volume in pregnancy may predispose the
lung to pulmonary oedema when the alveolar septa are damaged by the virus [21].

Based on attachment studies [5], the primary target cells of human influenza virus in the lower
respiratory tract are type I pneumocytes and ciliated bronchiolar epithelial cells, although
attachment does occur less frequently to non-ciliated bronchiolar epithelial cells, type II
pneumocytes, and alveolar macrophages (Fig. 1). This corresponds with ex vivo infection of
alveolar epithelial cells by human influenza virus [4]. In vivo descriptions of the target cells of
influenza virus in fatal pneumonia from any of the three influenza pandemics of the last century
are very rare. Specific fluorescence was visible in alveolar epithelial cells and alveolar
macrophages in lung tissue of two adult women who died with human influenza virus H2N2
pneumonia during or just after the 1957 pandemic [22;23]. Fluorescence-positive interstitial
macrophages were detected in the interstitium and alveolar exudate of 7 of 29 lungs from people
who died of influenza in Boston during the 1957 pandemic [24].

The pathological changes to the lung from influenza viral pneumonia have been most
commonly described during pandemics and have been recently been reviewed [25]. The acute
alveolar injury (diffuse alveolar damage) caused by influenza virus infection is similar to that
caused by many other agents that are noxious for alveoli. In the early stage, there is necrosis
of alveolar epithelium, characterized by denudation of the alveolar septum and the presence
of desquamated pneumocytes in the alveolar lumen. These desquamated cells are shrunken
and show pyknosis or karyorrhexis and cytoplasmic vacuolation or hypereosinophilia. The
alveolar lumina are flooded by edema fluid with variable admixture of fibrin and erythrocytes
(intra-alveolar hemorrhage) (Fig. 2A). In some alveolar lumina, there are many alveolar
macrophages. Characteristically, alveoli and alveolar ducts are lined by hyaline membranes,
consisting of fibrin-rich edema fluid mixed with the cytoplasmic and lipid remnants of necrotic
epithelial cells (Fig. 2B). The alveolar septa are widened due to hyperemia of alveolar
capillaries, interstitial edema, and leukocyte infiltration, mainly neutrophils as well as a few
eosinophils. These leukocytes also may be present in alveolar lumina. Fibrinous thrombi may
be present in the capillaries of alveolar septa and alveolar ducts, as well as in small pulmonary
blood vessels (Fig. 2C). Possibly as a result of these thrombi, alveolar septa may be necrotic.
The late stage of influenza viral pneumonia is characterized by re-epithelization of the alveoli
by type II pneumocytes (type II pneumocyte hyperplasia), interstitial fibrosis of alveolar septa,
and infiltration by mononuclear leukocytes, predominantly lymphocytes and plasma cells (Fig.
2D).
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In addition to the above alveolar changes, the bronchioles show a necrotizing bronchiolitis,
characterized by epithelial necrosis, the formation of hyaline membranes, and infiltration by
variable numbers of neutrophils. Changes to the trachea and bronchi are similar to those of
uncomplicated influenza. Chronic changes of influenza pneumonia may include squamous
metaplasia and interstitial fibrosis [25].

Influenza viral pneumonia often occurs together with, or is followed by, bacterial pneumonia.
Prior influenza virus infection may predispose the respiratory tract to bacterial infection by
different mechanisms and, vice versa, bacterial infection may enhance influenza virus infection
[26]. The bacterial infection results in a different type of inflammation than that caused by
influenza virus, with a more prominent infiltration of neutrophils and production of pus:
suppurative bronchopneumonia (Fig. 3). A recent review of over 8,000 published autopsy case
results from the 1918 pandemic found that the majority of deaths (96%) likely resulted from
secondary bacterial pneumonia (Morens D.M., Taubenberger, J.K., Fauci, A.S., unpublished
data). As in 1918, most deaths in the 1957 pandemic were due to secondary bacterial
pneumonia, although negative autopsy lung cultures were more common than in 1918, possibly
due to the widespread administration of antibiotics [27;28]. In one study of the 1957 pandemic,
111/148 (75%) of confirmed fatal cases of influenza had bacteriological and histological
evidence of a bacterial pneumonia, mainly due to Staphylococcus aureus or pneumococci
[29]. In the same study, 30/148 (20%) of fatal cases were considered due to influenza viral
pneumonia.

Complications outside the respiratory tract
Human influenza virus primarily infects and causes disease in the respiratory tract. However,
human influenza virus infection also is associated with disease in other organs, albeit to a lesser
extent. Given the recent reports of extra-respiratory disease from highly pathogenic avian
influenza H5N1 virus infection (see below), it is important to revisit these complications of
human influenza virus infection.

In general, there are two explanations for the pathogenesis of influenza-associated extra-
respiratory complications. The first is that influenza virus spreads via blood to these tissues
and replicates there. A likely route for influenza virus to reach blood is by crossing the alveolar-
capillary barrier damaged by influenza viral pneumonia. It remains controversial whether
viremia routinely occurs during pandemic or seasonal influenza infection. As recently reviewed
[30], viremia has been previously reported in influenza virus infection of humans [31–35].
However, several other studies [36–38] failed to detect viremia after onset of illness, suggesting
that influenza viremia is rare after onset of symptoms and, if it occurs, is not sustained for long
periods [30].

Evidence for replication of influenza virus in extra-respiratory tissues usually comes from
detection of virus in these tissues by virus isolation or fully-nested RT-PCR. However, these
methods do not exclude the possibility that detected virus originated from blood. The only
proof is in situ detection of virus by direct immunofluorescence, immunohistochemistry, or in
situ hybridisation in the tissue concerned. Such reports are rare (e.g., brain: [39;40]; heart:
[41]) and further confirmation of the ability of human influenza virus to replicate in extra-
respiratory human tissues in vivo is badly needed.

The second explanation for the pathogenesis of influenza-associated extra-respiratory
complications is suggested by the link between acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS)
and multi-organ dysfunction syndrome (MODS). ARDS, which may be caused by a variety of
insults to the lungs, including influenza virus infection, commonly progresses to MODS [42].
The hepatic, renal, central nervous, gastrointestinal, hematologic, and cardiac systems are most
commonly affected [43]. The pathogenesis of MODS has not been elucidated, but is thought
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to involve the microcirculation and mitochondrial metabolism. Mechanisms may include the
release of cytokines into the circulation [44].

Central nervous system disease
An important complication of influenza A virus infection is central nervous system (CNS)
dysfunction, that can take a number of forms [45], including influenza-associated acute
encephalopathy (IAAE). This is an uncommon neurological syndrome generally of children
and adolescents that typically presents during the early phase of influenza virus infection
[45].

There are several hypotheses regarding pathogenesis of IAAE. The most straightforward one
is that it is caused by viral infection of the CNS. In support of this hypothesis, influenza virus
has been detected occasionally by virus isolation or nested RT-PCR in CSF of patients [46–
50] and in brain tissue from fatal cases [39;51]. Virus has been detected in neuropil and
ependyma of the brain by direct immunofluorescence [39] and in Purkinje cells of the
cerebellum and neurons of pontine nuclei by immunohistochemistry [40]. However, the
frequent failure to detect virus in CSF and brain of affected patients despite thorough attempts,
as well as the lack of inflammation in brain tissue of fatal cases, suggest that virus infection
is, at most, only one of the possible pathogeneses. A second hypothesis for the pathogenesis
of IAAE is hypercytokinemia, which does not require extra-respiratory virus infection. The
severity of CNS dysfunction is correlated with the concentration of pro-inflammatory cytokines
in blood and cerebrospinal fluid [45]. However, some patients with severe influenza-associated
acute encephalopathy do not have elevated cytokine levels [47]. A third hypothesis that has
been proposed is renal and hepatic dysfunction from influenza virus infection, although it is
unclear how this occurs [49].

Grossly, the brain in patients with IAAE shows diffuse swelling, which may be severe [28].
Histologically, this corresponds with severe diffuse cerebral congestion and edema, with the
notable absence of inflammatory cell infiltrate [28;39;48]. Vascular changes such as
hyalinization of the blood vessel wall and thrombosis may be present [50]. The clinical
consequences of these lesions include altered consciousness and convulsions. The outcome is
highly variable but may result in persistent neurological sequelae or death [45].

Other rare CNS complications of influenza include post-influenza encephalopathy, Reye’s
syndrome, Klein-Levin syndrome, post-encephalitic Parkinson’s disease, and encephalitis
lethargica [45;52;53]. These are not further discussed here.

Myocarditis
Myocarditis has been observed in association with fatal influenza in each of the three pandemics
of the previous century (e.g., [28;54;55]), and in interpandemic periods (e.g., [56;57]) but its
pathogenesis is poorly understood. The advent of endomyocardial biopsies at the time of acute
disease together with sensitive (in situ) RT-PCR techniques have made it possible to detect the
presence of influenza viral RNA in inflamed myocardial tissue in some cases [41;58] but not
in others [59;60;60]. It is not clear what the target cells of influenza virus in human heart tissue
are: Cioc and Nuovo [41] detected influenza viral RNA in lymphocytes and macrophages
within the myocardium of a person who died suddenly and unexpectedly with marked diffuse
myocarditis and marked cardiomyocyte necrosis. Ray et al. [56] detected influenza viral
antigen throughout the myocardium (cell types showing antigen expression not stated) of a
patient with massive myocardial necrosis and associated lymphocytic and mononuclear
infiltrates. The necrosis and inflammatory process in the myocardium could be explained by
a combination of direct cytolytic effect of viral infection and the host immune response.
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The myocarditis consists of cardiomyocyte necrosis associated with variable infiltration of
predominantly mononuclear inflammatory cells. There may be interstitial hemorrhage and
edema [28;41;54;61;62]. The clinical outcome differs dependent on the duration of the
myocardial disease. If the patient dies acutely of fulminant influenza, the main lesion is in the
lungs. If the patient dies later, it may be from heart failure. If the patient survives, the resulting
myocardial fibrosis may result in heart block due to problems with electrical conduction [60;
63].

Myositis or myopathy
Myositis or myopathy is sporadically reported as a complication of both influenza A virus and
influenza B virus infections [64]. Myopathy is a better term than myositis, because the majority
of muscle biopsies from such cases do not show infiltration by inflammatory cells [64]. The
pathogenesis of influenza-associated myopathy is poorly understood. The first hypothesis is
direct viral invasion of the muscle. This is supported by the isolation of influenza A virus from
muscle biopsies of two patients with influenza A virus infection. However, they were unusual
cases. One was a 4-year-old boy with Reye’s syndrome [65], the other was a 72-year-old man
with muscle weakness [66]. Also, direct infection of myocytes has not been proven by
immunohistochemistry. The second hypothesis is an immune-mediated process. However, the
absence of inflammatory cell infiltrates in the majority of muscle biopsies argue against this
[64].

Histologic examination of affected muscle biopsies shows muscle degeneration, necrosis, and
regeneration, in some cases associated with inflammatory cells [65–69]. The main clinical
symptom of influenza-associated myopathy is transient muscle pain in the lower extremities.
Most cases resolve completely. Rarely, severe muscle damage develops that results in
myoglobinuria and acute renal failure [64].

Differences between pandemic and interpandemic influenza
Influenza pandemics cause higher morbidity and mortality rates than seasonal epidemics during
interpandemic periods. This is mainly due the lack of specific immunity to the new virus, so
that infection is more likely to result in complicated disease, in particular pneumonia [1]. This
raises the question whether the character of the lesions caused by a pandemic virus are
qualitatively different from those caused by an interpandemic virus. Unfortunately, it is
difficult to compare the pathology of pandemic and interpandemic influenza, because the vast
majority of pathological reports are from pandemic periods, and because pathological reports
typically describe the late stage of disease and may be complicated by the effects of therapeutic
intervention, so that subtle differences may be masked.

Taubenberger and Morens [25] reviewed the pathology of influenza viral pneumonia in
interpandemic periods. The observed lesions were similar to those found during pandemic
periods. An interesting observation comes from two studies during an interpandemic period
comprising a total of 55 fatal influenza virus infection [70;71]. In these studies, influenza viral
antigen was detected in tracheal, bronchial, and bronchiolar epithelial cells, but not in alveolar
epithelial cells or alveolar macrophages, even in cases showing diffuse alveolar damage. This
contrasts with the findings from the 1957 pandemic [22;23], where viral antigen was detected
in alveolar epithelial cells (probably both type I and type II pneumocytes) and alveolar
macrophages.

Extra-respiratory complications of influenza described during pandemics, including
encephalopathy (reviewed in [52] and [45]), myocarditis (e.g., [56]), and myopathy (reviewed
in [64]) also have been reported in interpandemic periods. Based on the available information,
the character of these complications does not appear to differ in pandemic and interpandemic
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periods. Together, these studies indicate that, although the proportion of infected people who
develop complicated influenza is lower during interpandemic periods, the same types of
complications occur and are similar in character to those in pandemic periods.

Special features of human infection with avian influenza viruses
Until 1997, direct human infection with avian influenza viruses was considered to be rare and
of little consequence to human health. Highly pathogenic avian influenza (HPAI) virus had
been isolated from the blood of a man with clinical symptoms of infectious hepatitis ([72;73],
and there had been rare reports of transient conjunctivitis from avian influenza virus infection
[74;75]. In 1997, this changed when infection with HPAI virus of the subtype H5N1 was
diagnosed in people in Hong Kong, resulting in 6 deaths out of 18 confirmed infections despite
intensive care [76–78]. Subsequently, one person died of HPAI virus infection of the subtype
H7N7 [79], and a low pathogenic avian influenza (LPAI) virus of the subtype H9N2 was
identified as the cause of respiratory disease—albeit mild—in humans [80]. Furthermore,
sequencing and phylogenetic analysis of the reconstructed influenza virus of the subtype H1N1
that caused the 1918 pandemic indicates that its genes were derived from avian-like influenza
strains [81]. Together, these findings indicate that transmission of avian influenza virus from
birds to humans might be rare, but is by no means impossible and has potential severe disease
consequences, both for the individual infected and, if the virus is able to adapt to its new host,
for the whole population.

H5N1 virus
HPAI H5N1 virus continues to circulate among poultry in many countries of Asia, Africa, and
Europe and occasionally spreads to humans with often fatal consequences. Understanding of
the pathology of H5N1 virus infection in humans is critically hampered by the few autopsies
performed on people who have died of the infection. A recent review identified only nine full
autopsies, including one of a fetus, out of 216 laboratory-confirmed fatal cases at the time of
publication [82].

Based on clinical evaluation of infected people, the primary disease is centred on the lungs
[83]. However, the pattern of attachment of H5N1 virus differs markedly from that for human
influenza virus, with important consequences for subsequent disease [5]. In the tracheo-
bronchial tree, attachment of human influenza virus is strongest in the trachea and progressively
decreases lower down in the tracheo-bronchial tree. In contrast, H5N1 virus shows the strongest
attachment in the distal part of the tracheo-bronchial tree—the bronchioles—with
progressively less attachment towards the trachea (Fig. 1). The pattern of viral attachment also
is distinct within the alveoli. Whereas human influenza virus has a preference for type I
pneumocytes, H5N1 virus preferentially attaches to type II pneumocytes and alveolar
macrophages (Fig. 1). It has been hypothesized that infection of these cell types might explain
the high pathogenicity of H5N1 virus: type II pneumocytes are important for surfactant
production, fluid transport out of the alveolar lumen, and re-epithelialization after damage,
while alveolar macrophages are important for phagocytosis of pathogens and regulation of the
inflammatory response in the alveoli [5;84]. The preference of H5N1 virus for attachment to
type II pneumocytes is corroborated by studies that show that these cells have avian-type
receptors for influenza virus and can be infected by H5N1 virus in vitro [4] and in vivo [82].
This pattern of viral attachment may also explain why the rare autopsies have shown lesions
centred on the alveoli and bronchioles, without reported lesions in trachea or bronchi [82].

The respiratory tract lesions of H5N1 avian influenza in humans are consistent with exudative
and proliferative phases of diffuse alveolar damage [82] and thus resemble the lesions of
pneumonia from human influenza virus infection. Characteristic features include type II
pneumocyte hyperplasia, interstitial infiltration of lymphocytes and in some cases neutrophils,
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and predominance of macrophages— some showing hemophagocytosis—in alveolar lumina.
Additional histologic features include desquamation of epithelial cells into alveolar lumina,
hemorrhage, and bronchiolitis. By immunohistochemistry and in situ hybridisation, viral
antigens and RNA have been found in type II pneumocytes, as well as ciliated and non-ciliated
tracheal epithelial cells [82].

The isolation of the virus from the blood of two patients [85;86] and the detection of H5N1
viral RNA by RT-PCR in 9 of 16 patients [87] suggests that viremia can occur at reasonably
high levels and for prolonged periods in people with symptomatic H5N1 virus infection [30].
Such viremia would allow H5N1 virus to spread to extra-respiratory tissues. Indeed,
pathological investigations provide evidence for the presence of H5N1 virus in multiple extra-
respiratory tissues by immunohistochemistry, in situ hybridisation, or both, often in association
with lesions. The brain, where H5N1 virus has been found in neurons, is edematous without
significant histologic lesions, or with demyelination, necrosis, and accumulation of reactive
histiocytes. The intestine, where H5N1 virus has been found in intestinal epithelial cells and
in mononuclear cells in the mucosa, has no abnormalities except lymphocytic apoptosis. The
liver, where H5N1 virus has been found in Kupffer cells, shows hepatic necrosis, hepatic
lipidosis, cholestasis, and Kupffer cell activation. Lymph nodes, where H5N1 virus has been
found in lymphocytes, have reactive histiocytes with hemophagocytotic activity. Such
evidence of hemophagocytosis also is present in spleen, bone marrow, lungs, and liver. The
placenta, where H5N1 virus has been found in Hofbauer cells (fetal macrophages) and
cytotrophoblasts, has syncytiocytotrophoblast necrosis, necrotizing deciduitis, and diffuse
villitis. The fetus, where H5N1 virus has been found in lung tissue, shows no specific histologic
lesions except edema and scant neutrophil infiltration in the lung. The kidney has acute tubular
necrosis in absence of the presence of H5N1 virus [82].

The clinical consequences of these lesions typically manifest as severe pneumonia that often
progresses rapidly to acute respiratory distress syndrome. Clinical features outside the
respiratory tract include vomiting, diarrhea, myalgia, and—rarely— seizures. Nonspecific
clinical presentation or atypical presentation (e.g., encephalopathy and gastroenteritis) often
result in initial misdiagnosis of subsequently confirmed cases [83;88].

Together, these studies indicate that the primary lesion in fatal cases of both H5N1 virus
infection and human influenza virus infection is the same, namely diffuse alveolar damage.
The main difference in respiratory disease is the absence of reports of uncomplicated tracheo-
bronchitis in H5N1 virus infection, which is the most common manifestation of human
influenza virus infection. This may be due to differences in the attachment preferences—upper
respiratory tract for human influenza virus, lower respiratory tract for H5N1 virus—or due to
incomplete reporting of less severe H5N1 virus infections.

The level and duration of viremia and the extent of extra-respiratory spread appear to be greater
for infections with H5N1 virus than with human influenza virus. It is not clear whether this
difference is real or an artifact of more detailed pathologic examination with more up-to-date
methods of the few H5N1 influenza cases studied.

Other avian influenza viruses (H7N7, H7N3, H7N2, and H9N2)
Between 1959 and 1996, infections with either high or low pathogenic forms of avian influenza
virus (H7N7) infection were reported in six people ([72;74;75;89]. The presumed routes of
infection were direct exposure to highly pathogenic avian influenza in poultry [72], accidental
laboratory infection [89], pre-and post-mortem examination of infected seals [74], and a piece
of straw entering the eye while cleaning out a duck house [75]. In five of six cases, a
conjunctivitis developed at 1 to 3 days after inoculation and resolved after 4 days to 2 weeks
[74;75;89]. Additionally, one person developed an asymptomatic intraepithelial keratitis one
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week after inoculation that resolved over the next three weeks [89]. In one of six cases, the
virus was isolated from the blood of the patient one month after presumed exposure. The patient
had clinical symptoms of an infectious hepatitis, including yellow sclera, dark urine, and loss
of appetite. The relationship between these symptoms and isolation of the virus were not clear
[72].

In 2003, an outbreak of HPAI H7N7 virus infection in poultry occurred in the Netherlands,
and the virus was detected in 86 people who handled affected poultry and three of their family
members. The majority of these people (78/89, 88%) presented with conjunctivitis alone, while
a smaller proportion had conjunctivitis and influenza-like illness (5/89, 6%) or influenza-like
illness alone (2/89, 2%). Six of seven cases of influenza-like illness were mild. However, one
patient developed severe pneumonia and died from acute respiratory distress syndrome and
related complications. On autopsy, significant pathological changes were limited to the
respiratory tract. Grossly, the lungs were edematous, emphysematous, firm, and about three
times the normal weight. Histologically, there was severe diffuse alveolar damage,
characterized by flooding of the alveolar lumina with serosanguineous fluid mixed with fibrin
and neutrophils (Fig. 4). Although the virus was isolated from postmortem lung samples, viral
antigen could not be detected in lung tissue by immunohistochemistry [79;90].

In 2004, an outbreak of HPAI H7N3 virus infection in poultry occurred in Canada. Two people
who had direct conjunctival exposure to infected poultry were infected and developed
conjunctivitis and mild influenza-like illness. Disease developed one to 3 days after inoculation
and resolved fully [91]. In 2006, one person who was exposed to infected poultry from a U.K.
farm with a LPAI H7N3 virus outbreak became infected and developed conjunctivitis [92].

Between 1999 and 2003, at least four separate human cases of LPAI H9N2 virus infection have
been confirmed in China [80;93]. One of these cases had a history of probable contact with
live chickens before illness; the others had no history of contact with animals. All four were
children between 1 and 5 years of age and presented with influenza-like illness. In two children,
symptoms included fever, anorexia, inflamed pharynx, and vomiting. In the other two, they
included fever and cough. Three of four children recovered after two to six days, the outcome
for the last child was not stated.

Influenza hemagglutinin receptor binding preferences for either alpha-2,3 or alpha-2,6
receptors clearly play a role in host-virus interaction but changes in receptor specificity alone
are not adequate to account for host adaptation and transmissibility [4;94–96]. Infections with
avian influenza viruses of H7 subtype have been associated predominantly with conjunctivitis,
even though most H7 and H5 viruses share a predominant alpha-2,3 receptor specificity. Thus,
other factors must account for the conjunctival tropism of H7 influenza viruses. Some of the
human infections with H9N2 viruses were associated with increased specificity for alpha-2,6
receptors prevalent in human upper respiratory tract [4;97].

Perspectives
Influenza remains a major public health concern, both for its pandemic potential and for the
impact of seasonal influenza. Furthermore, direct bird-to-human transmission of avian
influenza viruses, particularly of the H5 and H7 subtypes, have caused human disease and
mortality. There are many gaps in our knowledge of the pathogenesis and pathology of
influenza in humans, despite published pathology studies of influenza virus infection going
back at least to 1889 [25]. Because the majority of these studies by necessity took place at the
time of pandemics, the last of which occurred in 1968, they lacked the benefit of advanced
immunological and molecular biological techniques at our disposal today. This precluded
accuracy in both localization of virus in tissues and identification of cell types involved.
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Therefore, directed pathology studies, based both on biopsies of influenza patients and
autopsies of fatal cases, need to be performed to fill in these gaps. These studies ideally should
cover the broad scale of presentation of both human and avian influenza virus infections in
humans, from uncomplicated disease to pneumonia and extra-respiratory complications. Also,
these pathology studies need to be integrated with virological, immunological, and clinical
aspects of influenza virus infection. The knowledge gained can be used to compare and contrast
human and avian influenza virus infections in humans. It can also supplement knowledge from
laboratory, clinical, and population studies to gain a better overall picture of influenza in
humans, in order to guide strategies to combat this many-faceted disease.
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Figure 1.
Attachment of human H3N2 influenza virus (top row) and highly pathogenic avian H5N1 virus
(bottom row) in human trachea, lower respiratory tract (bronchus, bronchiole, and alveoli), and
alveolar macrophages [5].
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Figure 2.
Charastic lesions of human influenza virus infection in the lung. (A) Acute massive alveolar
edema and congestion (1957 pandemic autopsy case, original magnification 200X). (B) Acute
massive alveolar edema with hyaline membrane formation and interstitial inflammation (1918
pandemic autopsy case, original magnification 200X). (C) Thrombus in a small pulmonary
vessel (1918 pandemic autopsy case (original magnification 40X). (D) Regeneration as
evidenced by alveolar type II pneumocyte hyperplasia and interstitial fibrosis (1918 pandemic
autopsy case, original magnification 200X).
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Figure 3.
Lesions of secondary bacterial infection in fatal human influenza cases. (A) Secondary
bacterial bronchopneumonia with neutrophils in the lumen of a bronchiole with transmural
infiltration of wall and into surrounding lung tissue (1918 pandemic autopsy case, original
magnification 40X). (B) Secondary bacterial bronchopneumonia with neutrophils filling the
lumen of an alveolus (1918 pandemic autopsy case, original magnification 40X).
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Figure 4.
Lesions of highly pathogenic avian influenza H7N7 virus infection in the lung [79]. There is
diffuse alveolar damage, with serosanguineous fluid mixed with fibrin and neutrophils in
alveolar lumina.
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