
94

Journal of Advances in Internal Medicine |                                View Point             

JAIM 18  (Volume 9| Number 2 |July - December 2020)

COVID-19: Is herd immunity the answer?

Viewpoint

The SARS-CoV-2 virus has been trans missed across the planet, 
with a current global total of a staggering 30,675,675 confirmed 
cases.1, 2 The novelty, speed and ease of transmission of the virus 
has acted as the catalyst for the implication of both standard 
protocols as well as newly developed policies in order to combat 
and abate the transmission thereof.3,4

Conventional measures:

The measures introduced by the vast majority of countries are to 
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the nature of the invocation of national restrictions of movement, 
under various acts such as the Public Health (Control of Disease) 
Act 1984 (England).5 Lockdown laws with social distancing as well 
the closure of schools and institutions which house a high-density 
population mass, have been the mainstay protocol employed by 
governments.

Countries exercising herd immunity:

In juxtaposition to the conventional methods countries such 
as Singapore,6 Israel,7 Iceland,8 Portugal,9 The Netherlands,10  
Sweden,11 Hong Kong,12 Japan,13 South Korea,14 Indonesia,15 
Taiwan16 and Turkey have adopted the concept of herd immunity.17 
The implementation of herd immunity within these respective 
countries is unique and various aspects of the concept have been 
individually applied. The concept of herd immunity has therefore 
been tailored in order to suit its individual country’s needs. Herd 
immunity is an epidemiological theory which acts on the basis of 
using the individuals within a population to prevent the further 
spread and transmission of a disease within the populous. Herd 
immunity can only be exercised when a sufficient number of 
individuals within the population have both acquired the disease 
agent and have subsequently developed immunity there to. The 
immunity that does therefore exist within the population reduces 
the likelihood of a diseased individual coming into contact with a 
susceptible individual and thereafter successfully transmitting the 
pathogen.18-20

COVID-19 in Sweden, The United Kingdom and Germany:

Sweden is viewed as the model for the application of herd 
immunity in the setting of COVID-19 as the Swedish government 
altered very little in the day to day routines of its citizens. Sweden’s 
first case of COVID-19 coincides with the United Kingdom’s index 
case which was reported to be on the 11th of March 2020. 21,22 The 
United Kingdom initially attempted to implement herd immunity 
into its populous, however after running simulations and 
concluding that its health system could not absorb the projected 
figures it initiated a temporary lockdown.

The Swedish government, however made every citizen 
responsible for the maintenance of their personal health. It 
implemented social distancing and stringently advised the elderly 
to remain at home. Any individual presenting with symptoms 
was expected to exercise self-isolation. In absolute contradiction 
to international convention Sweden’s preschools and schools 
remained operational. 23,24

A comparison between England’s lockdown and Sweden’s herd 
immunity using a comparative interrupted time series analysis 
by Ali and team suggests that lockdowns do reduce new cases 
more effectively than the herd immunity model as the new case 
rate in England during the lockdown period was reduced by 19 
cases per 10,000,000 people as when compared to Sweden.25 
Although Sweden’s stance is liberal and its deaths per capita due 
to COVID-19 are ranked 9th highest in the world (57.3/100 000 
people), The United Kingdom’s deaths per capita are ranked as the 
5th highest (62.6/100 000 people). The fatality rate witnessed in 
Sweden is 6.9% almost half that of the 12.9% documented in The 
United Kingdom.26 It is therefore evident that despite Sweden’s 
liberal stance and high rates, it still suffered less than other 
countries which exercised severe lockdowns. As of the 18th of 
September 2020, Sweden has a total of 87,885 confirmed cases 
with a death count of 5864, whereas The United Kingdom has a 
total of 381618 confirmed cases with a loss of 41705 lives.2

On comparing Sweden’s deaths to Germany’s per gross population, 
Sweden had thrice the amount of deaths (2679 deaths per 10 000 
000) as when compared to Germany (6848 deaths per 80 000 

000). The authority of Health in Sweden “Folkha lsomyndigheten” 
incorrectly stipulated that the curve had reached its summit on 
the 15th of April 2020 as new cases broke this threshold shortly 
thereafter. The situation in Sweden is just as unpredictable as the 
global situation and Sweden’s normalized death rate is currently 
higher than that of Germany’s.27

Pitfalls of herd immunity:

The principle of herd immunity and the degree to which it can 
play a role within a set populous is dependent on the infectivity 
of the disease agent. If the disease agent is highly contagious and 
easily transmissible it makes the establishment of herd immunity 
more challenging as a higher percentage of the population need 
to become immune to the disease for true herd immunity to be 
established and subsequently be effective. Gavi, the vaccine 
alliance estimate that at least 60% of the population will need 
to contract and become immune to COVID-19 in order for the 
herd immunity model to be effective.28 The intrinsic flaw with 
this model is that it takes time for herd immunity to develop and 
hence the casualties because of this delay will be higher.

Advantages of herd immunity:

Herd immunity which is not reliant on vaccination, is both a 
cost effective and relatively simple method in which the general 
populous can be protected from a disease agent. The body’s 
natural defence mechanisms are employed and used to provide 
this protection. Although it takes time, once herd immunity is 
established it is lifelong within the immune individuals. Herd 
immunity is still an effective mechanism even if some individuals 
within the population group are susceptible to the disease agent.29

Application of herd immunity in Nepal:

Nepal has a population of 29255514, with the median age being 
calculated to be 24.6 years.30-31 Nepal has therefore got a younger 
populous and thus, the establishment of herd immunity would be 
advantageous as the country would quickly regain its economic 
driving force and thus further damage to the economy  and 
the livelihood of the nation’s people would be circumvented; 
furthermore the younger age of the populous would translate to 
lower deaths in gaining the herd immunity as the elderly are most 
susceptible. The benefits in the case of Nepal of establishing herd 
immunity would outweigh the detriments. Nepal’s establishment 
of herd immunity would be an easier task as opposed to 
establishing herd immunity in a country such as Sweden where 
the median age is 41.2 years.30

Conclusion:

The global battle against COVID-19 is currently underway and 
although Sweden has been scrutinized by many for its stance 
and use of the herd immunity principle; it has also drawn much 
praise by the likes of Michael J. Ryan, The Chief Executive Director 
of the World Health Organization Health (WHO) Emergencies 
Programme. Dr Ryan eluded to the fact that Sweden’s governing 
and handling of the pandemic may act as a global blueprint in 
future.

At this time in the development of the global COVID-19 pandemic 
it is too early to conclude as whether a fully-fledged lockdown 
is more effective and useful than the establishment of herd 
immunity. Governments walk a fine line between lockdown 
and the safeguarding of food security as well as the country’s 
economy. At this current point in time no vaccine is available 
and won’t be available for the foreseeable future. It is therefore 
imperative that countries minimize the economic damage as well 
as minimize the loss of lives of its citizens. In order to achieve the 
goal of safeguarding the lives of a countries citizens as well as 
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its economy, a mixed method of lockdown and herd immunity 
is advised. Individuals who are economically active and less 
susceptible to the virus should adopt the herd immunity model, 
whereas those who are elderly with concomitant comorbidities 
should exercise self-isolation and follow the lockdown model. 
The application of using both models simultaneously, will both 
capitalize on the advantages of either and negate the drawbacks 
thereof. This ultimately decreasing the loss of lives whilst still 
inducing a degree of herd immunity within the general populous.
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