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ASYMPTOMATIC INFECTIONS 

  

Problem statement 

 What proportion of individuals infected with SARS-CoV-2 are expected to be 

asymptomatic, and what should the strategy be for dealing with asymptomatic infections? 

 

Evidence: 

 Due to differences in study methodology and the types of tests used, there are a wide range 

of estimates (2% to 85%) for the percentage of SARS-CoV-2 infected individuals that have 

an asymptomatic infection.1,2,3 

 Sero-epidemiology studies coupled with history of past illness consistent with possible 

COVID-19, and cross-sectional sampling for identification of active infections (particularly 

in pregnant women at time of labour 2-3, as well as, in outbreak responses), coalesce around 

an estimate of 50-80% of individuals infected with SARS-CoV-2 that are likely to be 

asymptomatic. 

 Analysis of an outbreak response in South Africa indicate that approximately 54% of 

infected individuals were in asymptomatic at the time of sampling.  This included outbreaks 

in prisons and shops. Systematic follow-up of these cases is limited, hence, impeding an 

evaluation as to whether these cases may have been in a pre-symptomatic phase, rather 

than being asymptomatic. 

 Asymptomatic infection may be more common in children (<18 years) than adults.4 

 The SARS-CoV-2 viral load in asymptomatic infected individuals is slightly lower than in 

symptomatic COVID-19 cases. 
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 The duration of infectiousness of asymptomatic compared to symptomatic SARS-CoV-2 

infected individuals remains to be fully characterised.  

 Asymptomatic individuals with SARS-COV-2 can transmit the virus, although are probably 

slightly less infectious than symptomatic individuals.5   

 

Recommendations 

 While the proportion of asymptomatic infected individuals is still not clearly understood, it is 

estimated to range between 50-80%. 

 Close contacts of individuals with confirmed COVID-19, whether symptomatic or 

asymptomatic, should be in self-quarantine as per the recommendations.    

 Transmission of virus by asymptomatic infected individuals can be reduced by the 

promotion of adherence to the same non-pharmaceutical interventions recommended for 

symptomatic individuals.  

 Messaging on SARS-CoV-2 infection, should include mention of asymptomatic infection 

where appropriate.  

 

Thank you for your kind consideration of this advisory from the MAC on COVID-19. 

 

Kind regards, 

 
PROFESSOR SALIM S. ABDOOL KARIM 

OVERARCHING CHAIRPERSON: MINISTERIAL ADVISORY COMMITTEE ON COVID-19 

DATE: 18 June 2020 

 

CC:  

» Dr S Buthelezi (Director-General:  Health) 

» Dr T Pillay (Deputy Director-General: National Health Insurance) 

» Dr S Zungu (Project Lead: Sectoral Response to Covid-19) 

» Implementation Management Team  
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