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What per cent age of Filipinos are, or have been, in fected with the coro n avirus? And, what is
the prob a bil ity of dy ing from the virus if you catch it? One of the most un set tling as pects of
the COVID-19 pan demic is that these two fun da men tal rates – the coro n avirus in fec tion
rate and the case fa tal ity rate – are not known.
I have asked the ques tion be fore: why are we not us ing the same ap proach that is used for
po lit i cal polling?
Given in � nite re sources, the sim plest way to �nd out how many Filipinos have the virus and
what risk it poses would be to test ev ery per son in the Philip pines. But there are not in � nite
re sources, and test ing for the coro n avirus has been very se lec tive.
Be cause of this se lec tive test ing, epi demi ol o gists and pub lic health o�  cials sim ply do not
know the true ex tent of the coro n avirus’s pen e tra tion into the coun try – that is, the virus’s
in fec tion rate. And with out know ing how many peo ple have been in fected, the case fa tal ity
rate – the prob a bil ity of dy ing from the virus if you catch it – and many other sta tis tics as -
so ci ated with the coro n avirus are im pos si ble to cal cu late. For tu nately, there is a straight -
for ward way to learn how wide spread and deadly COVID-19 re ally is: Test ran domly.
So why isn’t it pos si ble to cal cu late the coro n avirus’s in fec tion and case fa tal ity rates from
the mil lions or thou sands (???) of COVID-19 tests that have al ready been per formed in the
Philip pines? The prob lem lies not in the num ber of tests but rather in who has been tested.
Test ing symp to matic pa tients re �ects a clas sic er ror in sam pling. Re searchers want to know
who has coro n avirus, but since most of those tested have symp toms, med i cal pro fes sion als
have been sam pling from a group with higher rates of in fec tion than you’d ex pect in the
pop u la tion as a whole. Peo ple with symp toms of COVID-19 are more likely to have COVID-
19 than a per son cho sen at ran dom!
The rea sons for this se lec tive test ing are com pletely un der stand able. When test ing is a
scarce re source, peo ple with COVID-19 symp toms should get tested so that proper treat -
ments can be o� ered and con tact trac ing can be gin. Ad di tion ally, time and num bers of
health work ers are both lim ited, and it is con ve nient to test peo ple who show up at hos pi tals
and doc tor’s o� ces re quest ing to be tested. But peo ple who show up at health fa cil i ties are
more likely to be symp to matic and have COVID-19 in the �rst place.
The peo ple tested for the coro n avirus are not a good rep re sen ta tion of the Philip pine pop u -
la tion at large. There fore, the rate of in fec tion and case fa tal ity rate in this group do not
rep re sent the larger Philip pine pop u la tion. Ran dom test ing is rep re sen ta tive test ing
The abil ity to test the en tire pop u la tion for the coro n avirus may be a long way o�, but it
isn’t nec es sary to test ev ery one in the Philip pines to get ac cu rate num bers. By test ing a
large enough num ber of peo ple ran domly, it is pos si ble to get a sam ple group whose de mo -
graph ics are rep re sen ta tive of the whole coun try. This is ex actly how sur veys and polls are
done!
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Pub lic health o�  cials could start ran domly pick ing peo ple from across the Philip pines,
test ing them for the pres ence of the coro n avirus, and then fol low ing up to see what frac tion
of those who tested pos i tive for the coro n avirus died from COVID-19. If ran dom test ing is
done right, the in fec tion and case fa tal ity rates in the ran dom sam ple should be very close
to the ac tual rates in the whole Philip pine pop u la tion.
Do ran dom test with the in volve ment of mar ket re search com pa nies!
The re sults of the rep re sen ta tive tests - to gether with the pe ri odic rep e ti tions of the course
of these re sults - would be a fairly re li able ba sis for ac tion re gard ing the so cial and eco -
nomic re stric tions to be met.
Con clu sion: Ran dom tests could lead to more de lib er ate po lit i cal ac tion.
I would love to get feed back on this sug ges tion; email me at Schu macher@eitsc.com


