
 

Europe-wide study of children confirms
COVID-19 predominately causes mild
disease in children, fatalities are very rare

June 26 2020

  
 

  

SARS-CoV-2 (shown here in an electron microscopy image). Credit: National
Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases, NIH

Children with COVID-19 generally experience a mild disease and
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fatalities are very rare, according to a study of 582 patients from across
Europe published today in The Lancet Child & Adolescent Health journal.

The study, which included children and adolescents aged from 3 days up
to 18 years old, found that although the majority were admitted to
hospital (62%, 363/582), fewer than one in ten patients required
treatment in intensive care (8%, 48/582).

The researchers note that their study only involved patients who had
sought medical help and been tested for COVID-19, and so milder cases
would not have been included. They advise against extrapolating the
numbers observed in their study to the wider population. However, they
say their findings should be taken into consideration when planning for
demand on intensive care services as the pandemic progresses.

Dr. Marc Tebruegge, lead author from the UCL Great Ormond Street
Institute of Child Health in London, UK, said: "Our study provides the
most comprehensive overview of COVID-19 in children and adolescents
to date. We were reassured to observe that the case fatality rate in our
cohort was very low and it is likely to be substantially lower still, given
that many children with mild disease would not have been brought to
medical attention and therefore not included in this study. Overall, the
vast majority of children and young people experience only mild disease.
Nevertheless, a notable number of children do develop severe disease
and require intensive care support, and this should be accounted for
when planning and prioritising healthcare resources as the pandemic
progresses."

The study was carried out over a 3.5 week period from 1st to 24th April
2020, during the initial peak of the European COVID-19 pandemic. It
involved 82 specialist healthcare institutions across 25 European
countries. All of the 582 patients included in the study were confirmed
to be infected with the SARS-CoV-2 virus by a PCR test. Only a quarter
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(25%, 145/582) had pre-existing medical conditions. This contrasts with
adult studies where the proportion of patients with co-morbidities is
typically far higher, but likely reflects that children have fewer chronic
medical problems than adults overall in the general population, the
authors say.

The researchers found that the most common symptom reported was
fever (65%, 379/582). Around half of the patients had signs of upper
respiratory tract infection (54%, 313/582) and a quarter had evidence of
pneumonia (25%, 143/582). Gastrointestinal symptoms were reported in
around a quarter of the children (22%, 128/582), 40 of whom did not
have any respiratory symptoms. Some 92 children, most of whom were
tested due to close contact with a known COVID-19 case, had no
symptoms at all (16%, 92/582).

The vast majority of patients did not require oxygen or any other support
to help them breathe at any stage (87%, 507/582). Only 25 children
needed mechanical ventilation (4%, 25/582), but when they did need it,
that support was typically required for a prolonged period, often for a
week or more (range 1-34 days).

The number of patients receiving antiviral or immunomodulatory
therapies were too low to draw conclusions about the efficacy of any of
the treatments used. The authors say robust clinical trial data are urgently
needed to help doctors make decisions regarding the best treatment
strategy for children under their care.

Dr. Florian Götzinger, from Wilhelminenspital in Vienna, Austria, said:
"Although COVID-19 affects children less severely than adults overall,
our study shows that there are severe cases in all age groups. Those who
have pre-existing health issues and children under one month of age
were more likely to be admitted to intensive care. Well-designed,
randomised controlled studies on antiviral and immunomodulatory drugs
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in children are needed to enable evidence-based decisions regarding
treatment for children with severe COVID-19."

29 children were found to be infected with one or more additional
respiratory viruses at the same time as SARS-CoV-2, such as cold or flu
viruses. Of these, 24% required intensive care (7/29) compared with 7%
of children with no additional viruses detected, (41/553).

Dr. Begoña Santiago-Garcia, one of the lead authors from University
Hospital GregorioMarañón in Madrid, Spain, said: "This is the first study
of children with COVID-19 to include data from multiple countries and
multiple centres. Of note, we found that children in whom additional
viruses were detected in the respiratory tract at the same time as SARS-
CoV-2 were more likely to be admitted to intensive care. This could
have important implications for the upcoming winter season, when cold
and flu infections will be more common."

Four patients died during the study period, two of whom had pre-
existing medical conditions. All of the patients who died were older than
10 years of age. However, the overwhelming majority of patients were
alive when the study closed (99%, 578/582) with only 25 (4%) still
experiencing symptoms or needing support for their breathing.

At the time the study was conducted, testing capacity in many European
countries was lower than demand, and so many children with COVID-19
and mild symptoms would not have been tested or diagnosed. Different
countries were using different criteria to screen for the SARS-CoV-2
virus. Some were screening all children admitted to hospital while others
were more selective in which patients were offered a test. This lack of
standardisation makes it difficult to generalise the findings to the wider
population, the authors say, but the true case fatality rate in children is
likely substantially lower than that observed in this study (0.69%, 4/582).
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  More information: Florian Götzinger et al, COVID-19 in children and
adolescents in Europe: a multinational, multicentre cohort study, The
Lancet Child & Adolescent Health (2020). DOI:
10.1016/S2352-4642(20)30177-2

Provided by Lancet

Citation: Europe-wide study of children confirms COVID-19 predominately causes mild disease
in children, fatalities are very rare (2020, June 26) retrieved 11 May 2024 from 
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-06-europe-wide-children-covid-predominately-mild.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S2352-4642(20)30177-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S2352-4642(20)30177-2
https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-06-europe-wide-children-covid-predominately-mild.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

