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WHO redefines airborne
transmission: what does that mean
for future pandemics?

The World Health Organization was criticized for being too slow to classify

COVID-19 as airborne. Will the new terminology help next time?
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The debate over whether COVID-19 is an airborne disease, or transmitted through aerosols or

droplets depends on how those are defined. Credit: PBWPIX/Alamy

The World Health Organization (WHO) has changed how it classifies pathogens that
spread through the air, such as SARS-CoV-2. The redefinition has been two years in the
making, and comes after criticism that during the COVID-19 pandemic, the WHO was
too slow to acknowledge that COVID-19 was airborne. The change aims to provide

clarity for future pandemics, but some researchers are not convinced.

Virologists now acknowledge that SARS-CoV-2 spreads mostly by airborne
transmission of small particles that are inhaled and that can remain in the air for
hours — a method that was previously called aerosol transmission. It also spreads
through larger droplets of virus-containing particles on surfaces such as hands, or by

being ejected over short distances.

However, the WHO didn’t publicly acknowledge the
importance of airborne transmission until October
2020. Then WHO chief scientist Soumya Swaminathan
said in November 2022 that this announcement should

have been made much earlier on the basis of available Q.

evidence at the time. It didn’t amend its official

Why the WHO took two years

tosay COVIDisairborne document on COVID-19 transmission to include

airborne transmission until December 2021. As a result,

early infection-control and prevention advice focused mainly on surface cleaning,

handwashing and social distancing, rather than mask-wearing and improved

ventilation.

Some researchers say that earlier recognition of airborne transmission by the WHO
could have saved lives, noting mounting evidence that pointed to airborne

transmission before its official acknowledgement.
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