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You may have heard someone say “maybe we should just let the infection spread so that we can all get 

immunity and then go back to normal”. There are several reasons why we should continue to practice the 

3W’s and SHOULD NOT let the virus spread. 

As experts consider how we can best progress through this COVID-19 pandemic, they frequently discuss “herd 

immunity”.  Understanding what it is, how it is produced, and what may result from it are all important topics. 

What is immunity?  Immunity refers to the body’s ability to resist the invasion of disease-causing bacteria 

and viruses (or “pathogens”).  An individual’s immunity includes an immediate short-term effect and a longer 

(sometimes lifelong) protection.  Each of us has a specific level of immunity to many different pathogens, from 

none (if we have never been exposed or vaccinated to a pathogen) to temporary (if we have received a 

vaccine to a pathogen such as influenza) to lifelong (if we have had an infection with or been vaccinated 

against a pathogen such as chickenpox).  An individual’s immunity is also affected by age, underlying health 

conditions, and medications (especially immunosuppressive drugs).  This is immunity at the individual level.   

“Herd immunity” comes from the protection that occurs when many individuals in a population have 

immunity to the same pathogen.  When many people are immune, there are fewer people that will be 

contagious with that pathogen, and fewer people to spread the pathogen through the population.  There are 

also fewer susceptible individuals in the population that can get infected.  Because there is less of the 

pathogen in circulation in the population, it will be less likely to infect those remaining people in that 

population that do not have individual immunity.  Once this level of herd immunity occurs, an epidemic or 

pandemic dies out.  

How is herd immunity produced?  The number of people needed to produce herd immunity varies with 

the bacteria or virus and is related to the infectivity of the pathogen. Herd immunity occurs when one or both 

of the following occur: 

1.  A certain percentage of people become infected with the pathogen, develop antibodies to the 

pathogen, and become immune. 

2. A certain percentage of people receive a vaccination to the pathogen, develop antibodies to the 

pathogen, and become immune. 



The percentage of people in a given population needed to develop herd immunity depends on a number of 

factors, including the infectivity of the pathogen and what (if any) measures are being done to reduce spread 

of the infection.  We are still learning about this novel coronavirus, and there is not yet a scientific consensus 

about the percentage needed to develop herd immunity for COVID-19 range; current estimates range from 20 

to 70%.   

Since we do not currently have a vaccine, shouldn’t we just go ahead and get the infection so we can 

develop immunity and prevent further spread?  While that may seem logical, there are a number of reasons 

why we should continue to work to avoid an infection with COVID-19. 

1. Herd immunity may not be achievable for the long term with COVID-19.  It is not yet known how long 

immunity lasts after a COVID-19 infection; immunity may wane after only a few months.  This would 

make periodic outbreaks likely until an effective vaccine is available and in widespread use. Even with 

an effective vaccine, it might require boosters to maintain immunity levels. Currently in North Carolina, 

it is estimated that between 10-15% of folks have antibodies to this virus. 

2. Some people infected with the novel coronavirus have no or minimal symptoms, but some will 

become extremely ill and some will die. This wide range of effects is unusual for a virus and requires 

much more study. Even those who survive may experience long term health consequences; we are still 

learning about long term effects on the lungs and other systems.  Children have been reported to have 

a serious multisystem inflammatory condition called MIS-C. And people without symptoms may still 

infect others who may then have significant complications or death from an infection.   

3. Exposing a large percentage of the population to the virus so that they would become infected could 

result in an overwhelmed health care system, many sick and hospitalized people, and many more 

deaths.  Because of the potential for short- and long-term complications from this virus, encouraging 

people to become infected would be unethical.   

There are many promising vaccine studies underway around the world and the medical community is 

hopeful that an effective vaccine will be available to the public in 2021. In the meantime, to keep our 

economy running and our lives as normal as possible, we must do everything we can to ensure that the 

virus is kept at bay within the population.  

We must each continue to practice the 3 W’s aggressively (wear a mask, wait 6 feet apart and wash your 

hands frequently) and support our health care systems as they conduct widespread testing and contact 

tracing programs to isolate those who have contracted the virus. Each of us working together to support 

our community can make the difference in keeping COVID-19 under control. Article that explains herd 

immunity in relation to COVID-19: 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7236739/ 
Article that explains how to calculate herd immunity: 
https://www.medrxiv.org/content/10.1101/2020.04.27.20081893v3.full.pdf 

 

 

The COVID-19 Community Task Force (CCTF) is a volunteer organization established to engage the community in responding to the 

COVID-19 Pandemic and to support and augment the County’s efforts. The information shared by the CCTF is not an official 

communication from Pamlico County, its Health Department or the Pamlico County COVID19 Task Force. 
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