
International Journal of Infectious Diseases 101 (2020) 391–392
Letter to the Editor
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by Nikolai et al. 2020

We send this letter regarding the article "Asymptomatic
infection by SARS 2 coronavirus: invisible but invincible,"
published in the International Journal of Infectious Diseases (Nikolai
et al., 2020). The review was interesting in many aspects,
particularly those related to the lack of a widely accepted definition
of asymptomatic carriers and presymptomatic patients and the
need to include these types of cases in regular epidemiological
surveillance.

However, it is necessary point our a clarification related to the
viral load and RT-PCR. The authors stated that “the virus load is
measured by the cycle threshold (CT value)." The RT-PCR test for
the diagnosis of SARS-CoV-2 is a semi-qualitative test capable of
identifying the presence or absence of viral RNA copies (Corman
et al., 2020). The CT value corresponds to the number of cycles in an
RT-PCR assay necessary to reach a detectable level. Although
several authors have used the CT value associated with viral load
indistinctly to estimate the latter, it is also necessary to quantify
the RNA copies (Keyaerts et al., 2006) or to make an estimate by
standardizing a curve that calculates the number of copies based
on a CT (Yu et al., 2020; Zheng et al., 2020). Hence, using the CT as
an equivalent to viral load may prove to be challenging.

It is not a mere technicality if one considers that patients with
more complex clinical pictures present CT values earlier, which
would suggest higher viral loads (Wölfel et al., 2020). However,
this is not clear in the case of asymptomatic patients since there are

Figure 1. Box plot of CT among positive workers of the Cohort SPIN, 2020.
We followed a cohort of 202 airport workers from the 1st of June to 31st of August
2020. We carried out nasopharyngeal swaps every 21 days to the cohort. Workers
who tested positive for SARS-CoV-2 were followed up at home on the 7th, 14th, 21st
and 28th day after the first sample was taken. To date, the incidence of the infection
is 7.9%. 79% of the cases (n = 13) were asymptomatic and 21% (n = 3) were mild
COVID-19 cases. The median value of the initial CT in the asymptomatic group was
33.43 (I.Q.R. 28–36.63); the CT in the symptomatic group was 34.13 (I.Q.R.33.43–
36.87). The difference in CT between the groups of patients was not significant
(Chi2 = 215; p = 0.72).

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect

International Journal of Infectious Diseases

journal home page: www.elsevier .com/ locat e/ i j id
no statistically significant or clinically verified differences between
the CT of asymptomatic and symptomatic groups of patients (Long
et al., 2020; Singanayagam et al., 2020). In our experience with a
cohort of workers, the CT in asymptomatic patients did not differ
significantly from the symptomatic ones (Chi2 = 215; p = 0.72)
(Figure 1).

Another point that deserves consideration is the role of
asymptomatic carriers as disseminators of the infection. Although
the transmission of the virus from asymptomatic patients has been
reported in several studies, the absence of respiratory symptoms
such as sneezing or coughing limits their potential to spread (Wang
et al., 2020).

We agree with the authors who stated that putting hope in herd
immunity based on the transmission of the virus through contact
with asymptomatic patients is hasty, considering the low
seroconversion rates presented in asymptomatic carriers (Yong-
chen et al., 2020).
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