
 

COVID-19: On average, only 6% of actual
infections detected worldwide
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3D print of a spike protein of SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes
COVID-19—in front of a 3D print of a SARS-CoV-2 virus particle. The spike
protein (foreground) enables the virus to enter and infect human cells. On the
virus model, the virus surface (blue) is covered with spike proteins (red) that
enable the virus to enter and infect human cells. Credit: NIH
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The number of confirmed cases for the novel coronavirus disease
COVID-19 officially issued by countries and widely reported by national
and international media outlets dramatically understates the true number
of infections, according to a recent report from the University of
Göttingen. Dr. Christian Bommer and Professor Sebastian Vollmer from
Göttingen University have used estimates of COVID-19 mortality and
time until death from a recent study published in The Lancet Infectious
Diseases to test the quality of official case records. Their data shows that
countries have only discovered on average about 6% of coronavirus
infections and the true number of infected people worldwide may
already have reached several tens of millions. Their study is available
online.

Insufficient and delayed testing may explain why some European
countries, such as Italy and Spain, are experiencing much higher casualty
numbers (relative to reported confirmed cases) than Germany, which has
detected an estimated 15.6% of infections compared to only 3.5% in
Italy or 1.7% in Spain. Detection rates are even lower in the United
States (1.6%) and the United Kingdom (1.2%)—two countries that have
received widespread criticism from public health experts for their
delayed response to the pandemic.

In sharp contrast to this, South Korea appears to have discovered almost
half of all its SARS-CoV-2 infections. The authors estimate that on 31
March 2020, Germany had 460,000 infections. Based on the same
method, they calculate that the United States had more than 10 million,
Spain more than 5 million, Italy around 3 million and the United
Kingdom around 2 million infections. On the same day, Johns Hopkins
University reported that globally, there were fewer than 900,000
confirmed cases, meaning that the vast majority of infections were
undetected.

Sebastian Vollmer, professor of development economics at the
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http://www.uni-goettingen.de/de/document/download/ff656163edb6e674fdbf1642416a3fa1.pdf/Bommer%20&%20Vollmer%20(2020)%20COVID-19%20detection%20April%202nd.pdf
http://www.uni-goettingen.de/de/document/download/ff656163edb6e674fdbf1642416a3fa1.pdf/Bommer%20&%20Vollmer%20(2020)%20COVID-19%20detection%20April%202nd.pdf


 

University of Göttingen, says, "These results mean that governments and
policymakers need to exercise extreme caution when interpreting case
numbers for planning purposes. Such extreme differences in the amount
and quality of testing carried out in different countries mean that official
case records are largely uninformative and do not provide helpful
information." Christian Bommer adds, "Major improvements in the
ability of countries to detect new infections and contain the virus are
urgently needed."

  More information: Original publication: Bommer C & Vollmer S
(2020) Average detection rate of SARS-CoV-2 infections is estimated
around six percent. www.uni-goettingen.de/de/docum …
2416a3fa1.pdf/Bommer
%20&%20Vollmer%20(2020)%20COVID-19%20detection%20April%
202nd.pdf
Background publication: Verity et al. "Estimates of the severity of
coronavirus disease 2019: a model-based analysis. The Lancet Infectious
Diseases 2020. DOI: 10.1016/S1473-3099(20)30243-7
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