
 
 

WHAT IS STOMACH FLU AND HOW DO I RECOVER? 
 
What is stomach flu? 
Stomach flu caused by a virus that can result in vomiting and diarrhea. 
 
What are the symptoms of illness caused by stomach flu? 
Stomach flu illness usually begins 24 - 48 hours after exposure, but can appear as early as 10 hours after 
exposure. Symptoms usually include nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, and stomach cramping. Sometimes people 
have a low-grade fever, chills, headache, muscle aches, and a general sense of tiredness. The illness is usually 
brief, with symptoms lasting only 1 or 2 days. 
 
How serious is stomach flu? 
Stomach flu is usually not serious, but people may feel very sick. Most people get better within 1 or 2 days, 
and have no long-term health effects from the illness. Sometimes people are unable to drink enough liquids to 
replace what they lose from vomiting and diarrhea. So, they can become dehydrated and need to see a 
doctor. This problem usually occurs only among the very young, the elderly, and persons with weakened 
immune systems or chronic diseases. 
 
How is stomach flu spread? 
Stomach flu is easily spread from person to person. The virus is found in the feces and vomit of infected 
people.  
 
People can become infected in several ways including: 
 

• eating food or drinking liquids that are contaminated 
 

• touching contaminated surfaces or objects then touching their mouth before washing their hands 
 

• having direct contact with another person who is infected and then touching their mouth before 
washing their hands. 

 
Persons working in day-care centers or nursing homes should pay special attention to children or residents 
who have stomach flu illness. This virus can spread quickly in these places. 
 
How long are people contagious? 
People infected with stomach flu are contagious from the moment they begin feeling ill to at least 3 days after 
recovery. Some people may be contagious for as long as 2 weeks after recovery. Therefore, good hand 
washing is important. Persons infected with stomach flu should not prepare food while they have symptoms 
and for 3 days after they recover. 
 
What treatment is available for people with stomach flu infection? 
Currently, there is no specific medication or vaccine for stomach flu. Stomach flu infection cannot be treated 
with antibiotics. By drinking fluids, such as juice or water, people can reduce their chance of becoming 
dehydrated. 
 
 



 
 
 
Tips for getting well 

• Give your stomach a break. The best thing to do when you have a stomach virus is to make sure that 
you give it time to recover from the internal lashing that viral gastroenteritis is dishing out. If you're 
dehydrated and absolutely have to have something, try chewing on ice chips. 
 

• Drink plenty of fluids. Once you've gotten past the worst of the vomiting, you're going to need to 
replace the fluids you've lost through both ends of your body. Don't be in a hurry to guzzle something 
down. You may be thirsty and dehydrated but you still need to be cautious. Water is a good source of 
hydration and so is clear soda. Plus, the effervescent bubbles that are plentiful in soda can have a 
positive effect on your stomach. 
 
 

• Reintroduce food to your diet slowly. Depending on the severity of the virus, you may not feel like 
eating much of anything for a day or two. But once you are, you should slowly reintroduce foods that 
are bland and easy to digest. Toast, soda crackers, gelatin, soup, bananas and rice are good staples for 
a newly recovered stomach. Just be aware that if nausea returns, it's best to stop eating 
 

• Avoid certain types of food until you are fully recovered. One should avoid fatty foods, caffeine, alcohol 
and spicy substances. 
 

• Allow your body to rest and regain strength. A strong stomach virus can take a lot out of a person 
between the vomiting, diarrhea, dehydration and lack of food. The best way to get stronger is to not 
do anything. Stay in bed and continue to hydrate as your flu allows. 

 
 
 


