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To the Editor,

Since the first confirmed case of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) on January 20, 2020, the 

Korean government reported a total of 8,799 COVID-19 patients until March 21, 2020, which were mainly 

attributed to community outbreaks [1]. This novel respiratory viral infection is so feared that the number of 

individuals using public transport has dropped dramatically. Moreover, enhanced social distancing measures, 

including refraining from going out and following personal hygiene practices such as hand washing and 

wearing a mask, were announced on March 21. These strategies successfully attenuated COVID-19 

transmission in South Korea [2].

Similar to pharmaceutical inventions such as the use of antivirals and vaccination, physical interventions 

like hand-washing and wearing masks have been documented as effective measures against the 

transmission of respiratory viruses like influenza [3]. The effectiveness of physical interventions on 

influenza and COVID-19 has been reported in Hong Kong and South Korea [4,5]. Here, using nationwide 

surveillance reports and a retrospective review of three-year records from a single institution, we measured 

the impact of social distancing on respiratory virus transmission. This study was reviewed and approved 

by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Asan Medical Center, Seoul, Korea (IRB No. 2020-0983). The 

IRB waived the requirement for written informed consent.

The results of patients tested for the respiratory virus panel were collected from a university-affiliated 

hospital in South Korea from May 2017 to April 2020. Respiratory virus panel testing was performed using 

a multiplex real-time PCR (Anyplex II RV16; Seegene, Seoul, Korea). The national surveillance data for 

acute respiratory viruses (for the same period) were retrieved from the Infectious Disease Portal (http://

www.cdc.go.kr/npt/biz/npp/iss/ariStatisticsMain.do) operated by the Korea Centers for Disease Control & 

Prevention. In addition to influenza, adenovirus, bocavirus, coronavirus, metapneumovirus, parainfluenza 

virus, respiratory syncytial virus, and rhinovirus were also included as acute respiratory viruses for statistical 
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analysis. The chi-square test was performed using MedCalc (version 19.2; MedCalc 103 Software, Ostend, 

Belgium).

From March to April 2020, the reported number of cases with acute respiratory viruses dramatically 

dropped compared to the same time period in the previous two years at this hospital and nationwide. 

Positive results from the respiratory panel testing and the patient numbers from the national surveillance 

data are shown in Fig. 1. A total of 2,941 samples were tested from March to April 2020, which is a 

marginal increase from 2018 and 2019 (2,829 and 2,501 samples, respectively) for the same period. In 2020, 

164 cases of acute respiratory viral infection were reported, which is a significant decrease compared to the 

781 (P < 0.001) and 687 (P < 0.001) cases reported in 2018 and 2019, respectively, for the same period.

To the best of our knowledge, this is the first retrospective study on the impact of social distancing–

introduced to stem COVID-19 spread–on the incidence of acute respiratory viral diseases besides influenza. 

Social distancing and improvements in personal hygiene seem to effectively prevent droplet or airborne 

transmission of acute respiratory viral diseases. Considering the increased risk of such infections in aging 

populations, education regarding hand hygiene and mask use should be encouraged in the post-COVID-19 

era.

Fig. 1. (A) Number of positive cases according to the respiratory virus panel testing results of the institution, (B) Number of 
patients with acute respiratory viral infection as per the nationwide surveillance system (NSS) in South Korea, and (C) Comparison 
of the number of patients with other respiratory viruses and influenza (7th‒14th week) based on 3 year data retrieved from NSS. 
Dotted rectangles highlight 7th‒14th week of each year. “Other respiratory viruses” comprise adenovirus, bocavirus, coronavirus, 
metapneumovirus, parainfluenza virus, respiratory syncytial virus, and rhinovirus.
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