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One-Minute Summary 
 Using data from 28 pairs of index and secondary cases, the authors estimate a serial interval, the

time from illness onset in an index case to illness onset in the secondary case, of COVID-19.

 The median serial interval was estimated at four days (95% Credible Interval [CrI], 3.1-4.9).

 When limited to 18 pairs of cases for whom reporting data was more certain, the median serial
interval was estimated at 4.6 days (95% CrI: 3.5-5.9).

 The authors report the median serial interval is close to or shorter than preliminary estimates
of the median incubation period (cited as five days), suggesting that transmission may occur
before illness onset.

Additional Information 
 Serials intervals help to understand transmissibility and turnover of case generations.

 The authors considered dates of illness onset extracted from an academic article as “certain”
(n=18).

 It is possible that available data during the early stage of an epidemic may exclude pairs with
longer serial intervals.

PHO Reviewer’s Comments 
 The confidence interval for the median serial interval estimated using the higher quality data

overlaps with estimated incubation periods reported elsewhere.

 The sources used for illness onset dates ranged in quality. These included media reports, as well
as epidemiological investigations summarized in peer-reviewed journals.
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Disclaimer 
This document was developed by Public Health Ontario (PHO). PHO provides scientific and technical 
advice to Ontario’s government, public health organizations and health care providers. PHO’s work is 
guided by the current best available evidence at the time of publication. 

The application and use of this document is the responsibility of the user. PHO assumes no liability 
resulting from any such application or use. 

This document may be reproduced without permission for non-commercial purposes only and provided 
that appropriate credit is given to PHO. No changes and/or modifications may be made to this document 
without express written permission from PHO. 

Public Health Ontario 
Public Health Ontario is a Crown corporation dedicated to protecting and promoting the health of all 
Ontarians and reducing inequities in health. Public Health Ontario links public health practitioners, front-
line health workers and researchers to the best scientific intelligence and knowledge from around the 
world.  

For more information about PHO, visit publichealthontario.ca. 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/
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