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The fast-spread ing omic ron vari ant causes milder ill ness com pared with pre vi ous ver sions of the coronavirus — a fact
that has fueled the idea that COVID-19 poses less of a risk than in the past.

But here is why experts say it is not time to be com pla cent about omic ron:
You could still become very ill
Research has indic ated that omic ron may be more likely to lead to an asymp to matic case of COVID-19 than prior vari ants.
For those who do have symp toms, a higher pro por tion exper i ence very mild ill ness, such as sore throat or runny nose,
without the breath ing di�  culties typ ical of earlier infec tions.
But the extraordin ary spread of omic ron in many coun tries means that in abso lute num bers, more people will exper i ence
severe dis ease. In par tic u lar, recent data from Italy and Ger many show that people who are not vac cin ated are far more
vul ner able when it comes to hos pit al iz a tion, intens ive care and death.
“I agree that sooner or later every one will be exposed, but later is bet ter,” said virus expert Michel Nussen z weig of Rock e -
feller Uni versity. “Why? Because later we will have bet ter and more avail able medi cines and bet ter vac cines.”
You could infect oth ers
You might become only mildly ill, but you could pass the virus to someone else at risk for crit ical ill ness, even if you have
anti bod ies from a prior infec tion or from vac cin a tion, said Akiko Iwa saki, who stud ies viral immun o logy at Yale Uni -
versity.
Omic ron’s long-term e�ects are unknown Infec tions with earlier vari ants of the coronavirus, includ ing mild infec tions
and “break through” cases after vac cin a tion, some times caused the linger ing, debil it at ing long-haul COVID-19 syn drome.
“We have no data yet on what pro por tion of infec tions with omic ron ... end up with long COVID,” Iwa saki said. “People
who under es tim ate omic ron as ‘mild’ are put ting them selves at risk of debil it at ing dis ease that can linger for months or
years.”
Also unclear is whether omic ron will have any of the “silent” e�ects seen with earlier vari ants, such as self-attack ing
anti bod ies.
More infec tions mean more new vari ants
Omic ron is the �fth highly sig ni �c ant vari ant of the ori ginal SARS-COV-2, and it remains to be seen if the abil ity of the
virus to mutate fur ther will slow down.
High infec tion rates also give the virus more oppor tun it ies to mutate, and there’s no guar an tee that a new ver sion of
coronavirus would be more benign than its pre de cessors. “SARS-CoV-2 has sur prised us in many di� er ent ways over the
past two years, and we have no way of pre dict ing the evol u tion ary tra ject ory of this virus,” Ho said.
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