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Down memory lane: Unprecedented strong public and 
scientific interest in the “Spanish flu” 1918/1919 during the 
COVID-19 pandemic
To the Editor
Humans tend to place present events in the context of past expe-
riences, especially during crises, when society's vulnerabilities be-
come apparent. In these times, reflection on the learning processes 
from the past is initiated. All non-pharmaceutical public health 
countermeasures currently being taken against the COVID-19 out-
break are based on experience gained from past pandemics over 
the last several centuries,1,2 which were mostly caused by influenza 
(1889/90, 1918/19, 1957-59, 1968-70, 1977/78, and 2009) and twice 
by coronaviruses (2003 and 2019/20). Among these pandemics, the 
1918/1919 influenza outbreak (Spanish flu) remains the most devas-
tating, as it caused an estimated 20-100 million deaths worldwide 
and continues to exemplify the worst-case scenario.3

Over the last few months, during the current worldwide COVID-
19 outbreak, we have noted a unprecedented and sharp increase 
in the public and scientific interest toward the influenza outbreak 
of 1918/1919. A first look at the Google search trends since 2004 
(https://trends.google.com) revealed marked increases in searches 
for Spanish flu on the web and on news pages in March and April 2020 
(Figure 1A). Further, according to a non-systematic PubMed search 
using the tool PubMed by Year (https://esperr.github.io/pubme d-by-
year/), the number of listed scientific studies per 100,000 citations 
using the search terms Spanish flu or influenza 1918 in their abstract/
title reached an all-time high in 2020 (Figure 1B). Of the 31 studies 
that were published in 2020, some can still be attributed to the cen-
tenary of the Spanish flu. However, the number of studies explicitly 
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F I G U R E  1   A, Results from the worldwide Google trends search per month and year using the term Spanish flu (black dashed line = web 
search; red line = news search). B, Yearly number of PubMed listed publications with the terms Spanish flu or influenza 1918 in the title/
abstract as a proportion of 100,000 listed items per year. (Date of searches: 17 July 2020)
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referring to the Spanish flu in the context of COVID-19 is increasing. 
Many of these publications tried to identify similarities and differ-
ences between the two pandemics in attempts to adapt the lessons 
of the past to current challenges.4

This pleasingly increased interest in the past and the lessons 
learned from in itself is not surprising. To highlight this fact how-
ever is important, because this valuable historical knowledge should 
be considered with thoughtfulness, especially since many questions 
about the Spanish flu are still unanswered.5 While research will cer-
tainly have more urgent problems to solve at the moment, in the fu-
ture, historical epidemiologists should also analyze how researchers 
and the public recall the past during a new pandemic outbreak. What 
aspects of the past outbreaks are discussed where, in which con-
text, and over which channels? Are these reflections scientifically 
balanced, and do they have an influence on the resilience and the 
reception and management of the current outbreak?
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