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Measuring the Unintended Effect of
Nonpharmaceutical Intervention

Young June Choe

Department of Pediatrics, Korea University Anam Hospital, Seoul, Korea

> See the article “Effects of Non-Pharmacological Interventions on Respiratory Viruses Other Than
SARS-CoV-2: Analysis of Laboratory Surveillance and Literature Review From 2018 to 2021”
in volume 37, number 21, e172.

The emergence of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has posed a considerable
health burden. Prior to the introduction of vaccines and therapeutics, non-pharmaceutical
interventions (NPI) has been a significant appeal in aim to reduce the transmission of
SARS-CoV-2 virus. The theory of NPI in mitigating from communicable disease dates back to
1919, when school closure and public gathering bans have shown effectiveness in preventing
spread of pandemic influenza.l In U.K., a modelling study estimated that there was more
than 3 million deaths potentially averted between January and May of 2020 due to COVID-19
following the introduction of NPI in Europe.2 While there has been substantial reduction in
COVID-19 related disease burden, there were unexpected, or more to say, unintended health
outcomes that have been likely resulted from social distancing measures.

In this issue of the Journal, Shi et al.3 discusses on the additive effect of NPI in reduced
transmission of respiratory viruses other than SARS-CoV-2. The finding of the study is of
interest because this is one of scarce population-based studies to measure the change in
epidemiology of multiple respiratory viruses in the midst of COVID-19 pandemic. Although
the data were in line with the previous report that showed the additive effect of NPI on
reducing transmissible diseases, noteworthily, the difference was found between enveloped
and non-enveloped viruses.4 The continuation of rhinovirus and bocavirus epidemics, in
conjunction with NPI measures including hand washing and widespread use of disinfectants,
likely have been caused by intrinsic viral properties that are less vulnerable to physical control
measures. The finding was not limited to the present study, but have been reported in other
places as well.# As the NPI has been lifted in many places, the increase of person-to-person
contact may then lead to an increase of circulation of respiratory viruses. Since circulation of
respiratory viruses had been diminished, but not eliminated, children who are not immune
to such exposure may become a node of transmission thus posing outbreak potentials to the
community. The surge of respiratory syncytial virus and parainfluenza virus in the late 2021
was an alarming sign that showed the potential immune gap in the childhood population due
to less exposures over 18-months period.

Ongoing concerns about the emergence of new SARS-CoV-2 variants continue as there are
disproportionate distribution of vaccine coverage across the globe, population, region, and
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ages. The recent news of increase in COVID-19 related illnesses in North Korea is of concern.>
Adequate amounts of vaccine or therapeutics are unlikely to be readily available in these
occasions. In the light of need to mitigate from the pandemic, gathering of available evidence
with additive effects of NPI may lead to a more informed set of public acceptance. The
findings from the study may be considered in forming pandemic plan in the near future.3

NPI’s Collateral Effects
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