




Current understanding of COVID-19 compared with NSRA Pandemic Influenza planning assumptions 
SAGE secretariat  

            Valid from 03/03/2020 

Workforce absences 17-20% nationally during peak weeks.  This may vary for 
individual businesses. 
Anticipated that 50% of workforce may require time off at 
some stage over the entire period of a pandemic either 
due to illness or to care for others This would be higher 
were schools to be closed.  
An average absence duration of 7 (without complications) 
to 10 days (with complications).  

21% nationally during peak weeks. This may vary for individual businesses. 
Average absence duration of 14 days based on current government advice. Most cases 
probably resolve 7 days after symptom start so may be lowered depending on government 
messaging. Includes absences due to covid-19, background rates of influenza-like illness and 
caring for others, but not absences due to school closures or “worried well”.  

Numbers requiring 
assessment at health 
services 

9,840,000 would require assessment by health services. 
This is 30% of all those that are symptomatic.  

Unknown, use pan flu planning assumptions.  

 

Proportion of people 
hospitalised (threshold 
for hospitalisation 
assumed to be “requiring 
oxygen”)  

4% (1,312,000) of all those that are symptomatic.  
(Previously defined without this threshold) 

8% (4,198,000) of infected people, equivalent to 13% of symptomatic people. This increases 
with age with the lowest rate of 0.2% in infected under 10s and the highest rate of 43.8% of 
infected over 80 year olds 

Proportion of people 
requiring ventilation in 
hospital 

25% (328,000) of all those requiring hospital care. 
(Previously defined as number needing critical care)  

Of the people requiring oxygen in hospital, 19% (781,000) will require ventilation at some point 
in their care, consisting of: 9% (390,000) invasive ventilation performed in critical care; and 9% 
(390,000) non-invasive ventilation. The age distribution of those requiring ventilation is 
assumed to be the same as for IFR 
 
This is equivalent to 2% of infected people requiring ventilation at some point split between 
1% requiring invasive ventilation in critical care and 1% requiring non-invasive ventilation.  

Fatality rate for people 
requiring invasive 
ventilation in critical care 

No number included in planning assumptions 50% (does not vary by age) 

Fatality rate for 
hospitalised people 

No number included in planning assumptions 12% of hospitalised people. This increases with age with the lowest rate of 4% in infected 
under 10s and the highest rate of 20% of infected over 80 year olds 

Average length of stay in 
hospital 

6 days standard. 10 days ICU.  8 days for people not requiring ventilation. 16 days for people requiring ventilation (of which 

10 days are under ventilation). Based on bed usage for viral pneumonia from last 3 years.  

Excess deaths  
(calculated using the IFR 
and IAR) 

820,000 (to the nearest 10,000) 520,000 (to the nearest 10,000) 
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Clinical Countermeasures • Antivirals (AV) 

• Antibiotics (AB) 

• Pandemic specific vaccine (PSV) 

None 

Vaccine Development It is likely to take at least six months after a novel virus has 
been identified and isolated for an effective pandemic 
influenza vaccine to become available from manufacturers. 

None likely to be available in a UK epidemic 
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Figure 1 Covid-19 Reasonable Worst Case planning scenario: Proportion of new cases per week in an unmitigated epidemic 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Week, relative to peak -12 to -9 -8 -7 -6 -5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 to 12 

Proportion of total cases (%) <0.1 0.1 0.2 0.5 1.4 3.4 7.6 13.2 17.1 18.6 16.4 10.9 5.8 2.8 1.2 0.5 0.2 0.1 <0.1 

95% of cases in peak 9 
weeks

75% of cases in peak 5 
weeks

50% of cases in peak 3 
weeks
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