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Abstract: This article develops a detailed epidemiological multi-factor model, the K-susceptible–
exposed–infected–removed (K-SEIR) model, and several simpler sub-models as its building blocks.
The general model enables us to account for all the relevant COVID-19 features, its disparate impact
on different population groups, and interactions within and between the groups. It also includes the
availability (or lack thereof) of spare hospital beds and intensive care units (ICU) to accommodate
the pent-up demand due to the pandemic. We use the most recent hospitalization and mortality
data to calibrate the model. Since our model is multi-factor, we can use it to simulate and analyze
the consequences of the sheltering-in-place for each specific group and compare the lives saved and
lost due to this measure. We show that in countries with well-developed healthcare systems and
a population willing to abide by suitable containment and mitigation procedures, the sheltering in
place of the entire community is excessive and harmful when considered holistically. At the same
time, sealing nursing homes as thoroughly as possible to avoid high infection and mortality rates is
an absolute necessity.

Keywords: COVID-19; SIR model; SEIR model; K-SEIR model; lockdowns; nursing homes

1. Introduction
1.1. Opening Remarks

The first draft of this paper was completed on 5 April 2020 and posted on SSRN on 22
April 2020, Lipton and Lopez de Prado (2020b), while the second iteration was completed
on 9 June 2020 and posted on SSRN on 16 June 2020 Lipton and Lopez de Prado (2020c). In
the interim, one of us collaborated with D. Gershon and H. Levine and applied the K-SEIR
model to study Israel’s situation; see Gershon et al. (2020), posted online on 9 May 2020.

The conclusions at which we arrived at the beginning of the pandemic have stood
the test of time and are worth repeating now, when the pandemic has subsided. To
this end, below, we present the paper Lipton and Lopez de Prado (2020c) more or less
verbatim. When we wrote our paper, the possibility of developing effective vaccines
was highly uncertain. Accordingly, we did not discuss vaccination and its benefits in
detail. However, our methodology is sufficiently flexible to describe the consequences of
vaccination naturally. We added Figure 7, which shows the corresponding flow charts. One
section that we felt compelled to add deals with the so-called “Swedish experience”. It
discusses the pros and cons of the hands-off approach chosen by the Swedish government
to handle the pandemic.

1.2. Pandemics and Their Mitigation

Customarily, pandemics are defined as large-scale outbreaks of infectious diseases
that significantly elevate morbidity and mortality over broad geographic areas, if not the

J. Risk Financial Manag. 2022, 15, 248. https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm15060248 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/jrfm

https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm15060248
https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm15060248
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/jrfm
https://www.mdpi.com
https://doi.org/10.3390/jrfm15060248
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/jrfm
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/jrfm15060248?type=check_update&version=1


J. Risk Financial Manag. 2022, 15, 248 2 of 38

whole world, and cause significant disruptions to public health, economics, and politics.
Unfortunately, pandemics are common and frequent calamities that have been afflicting
humankind since prehistoric times. For instance, the Antonine Plague devastated the
Roman Empire in the second century and resulted in a reduction to 2% to 33% of the
Roman Empire’s population.The Plague of Justinian killed up to 10% of the population
of the Byzantine Empire. In the fourteenth century, the Black Death killed about 30% to
60% of Europe’s population. Closer to our time, due to the unstoppable progress in human
mobility, pandemics have continued and even accelerated their malignant progression,
despite all the medical advances and breakthroughs. In Table 1, we briefly summarize
some of the pandemics of the last two hundred years, including their most essential
characteristics; see Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (2020); Kilbourne (2006).

Table 1. Recent pandemics and their characteristics. Source: Centres for Disease Control and Preven-
tion (2020).

Name\Params Period Place of Origin Death Toll Cause

COVID-19 2019–present China >0.4 mil SARS-CoV-2
HIV/AIDS 1981–present DRC >36 mil HIV

The swine flu 2009–2009 Mexico >0.5 mil H1N1
The HK flu 1968–1969 HK >1 mil H3N2

The Asian flu 1956–1958 China >2 mil H2N2
The Spanish flu 1918–1920 Unknown >20 mil H1N1
The Russian flu 1889–1890 Turkestan >1 mil H3N8 or H2N2

Cholera 1852–1860 India >1 mil Vibrio Cholerae

It is hard to contain and mitigate pandemics when no vaccine or efficient pharmaceuti-
cal treatments are available. Therefore, the first to be deployed is the so-called containment
strategy to prevent community transmission. Several countries, such as South Korea, Tai-
wan, and Hong Kong, succeeded in the containment of the initial waves of COVID-19 by
using large-scale testing, efficient contact tracing, and timely quarantining of the infected
population.1

However, in most countries, including China, Italy, Spain, France, the United Kingdom,
and the United States, COVID-19 easily outpaced containment. As a result, these countries
had to rely on mitigation strategies to cope with the disease. These strategies were applied
with different degrees of vigor and success, resulting in widely varying outcomes. Mitigation
strategies relying on nonpharmaceutical interventions are manifold. These strategies include
common-sense measures, such as hand hygiene, wearing personal protective equipment,
including face masks, travel restrictions, school closures, and social distancing; see, for
example, Condon and Sinha (2010); Cowling et al. (2010); Del Valle et al. (2010).

The ultimate mitigation strategy is shelter-in-place, or lockdown, for brevity, which
was never used on a large scale before, even during the Spanish Flu of 1918–1919. However,
some countries practiced it on a small scale from time to time, usually with minimal
success.2 This strategy aims to reduce and delay the peak attack rates and mortality, the
so-called “flattening the curve”. However, it is essential to emphasize that flattening the
curve is not expected to decrease the total number of cases but rather spread them in time
to free the strained capacity of the healthcare system.

In theory, authorities can arrest an epidemic by forcing the majority of the population
to shelter in place for a prolonged period while allowing the so-called essential workers
to perform their vital duties. In practice, the economic and social price of sheltering-in-
place is so high that, after a while, its successful prosecution becomes impossible. The
consequences of sheltering in place are dire and easy to fathom since, by its very nature, it
is forcing the economies, particularly the service-oriented ones, into a deep recession, if not
an outright depression. It causes enormous unemployment, results in incalculable harmful
social and health outcomes due to isolation and loneliness, drug abuse, domestic violence,
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hunger, social unrest, and a partial shutdown of the healthcare system—the very system it
is designed to protect.

Leo Tolstoy once said: “Happy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy
in its own way”. This observation is equally relevant as far as pandemics are concerned.
Several pandemics, including the “Spanish flu” and the “Swine flu”, attacked the so-called
low-risk group, comprising the young and healthy, more than the elderly, usually viewed
as vulnerable. In sharp and significant contrast, it became clear that COVID-19 attacks
the elderly much more aggressively than the young, in line with the common flu and
pneumonia. However, age is not the only determinant; the population with pre-existing
conditions also belongs to the high-risk group. As a result, the mitigation measures based
on sheltering in place of the entire community, rooted in the experience of past pandemics,
did not reflect the new reality on the ground.

To evaluate the efficacy of the ultimate mitigation measure—shelter in place—we need
to agree on its ultimate purpose. On the one hand, if the ultimate objective of sheltering
in place is to buy time until pharmaceutical companies find a vaccine or doctors develop
efficient treatments, it can potentially protect people from dying of COVID-19. However,
this positive result has to be balanced because prolonged sheltering in place will lead to
economic destruction and social meltdown, causing more people to die and suffer from
the lockdown than from the disease itself; see Atlas et al. (2020). On the other hand, if the
purpose of the shelter-in-place is to slow the spread of pandemics and reduce their peak
(flatten the curve), a very different strategy is needed. Flattening the curve is necessary
when the healthcare system has limited capacity, especially functional intensive care units
(ICUs), and can lead to reduced mortality, even if the total number of infections remains
the same over time.

To achieve success, the planner has to clearly and honestly set a goal and develop
a strategy accordingly. An understandable desire to be on the safe side is not a viable
substitute for actual policy because policymakers have to account for other health issues
and the long-term well-being of society.

Early on, several authors, including the present ones, argued that lockdowns are too
blunt a tool that will do more harm than good due to the incalculable economic damage,
which, in the long run, is tantamount to public health damage, and argued that more
subtle approaches must be deployed instead; see Acemoglu et al. (2020); Atlas et al. (2020);
Birge et al. (2020); Gershon et al. (2020); Lipton and Lopez de Prado (2020a, 2020b); Shalev-
Shwartz and Shashua (2020).

1.3. Epidemiology: Successes and Failures

Given the havoc that epidemics and pandemics play within society, it is only natural
to develop a scientific approach to their analysis and possible prevention and mitigation.
This approach has to be two-pronged and rooted in medicine and statistics by its very
nature. With time, developments in the statistical analysis of various diseases gave birth to
epidemiology.

At present, there are four archetypal approaches to epidemiology:

1. Susceptible–infected–removed (SIR) and susceptible–infected–susceptible (SIS) models
and their extensions, such as susceptible–exposed–infected–removed (SEIR) models;

2. Agent-based models;
3. Network-based models;
4. Simple curve-fitting models that continually attract new enthusiasts despite being

largely futile.

There are numerous valuable books covering these approaches; see, for example, An-
derson and May (1992); Brauer et al. (2008); Chowell and Hyman (2016); Liu and Stechlinski
(2017); Manfredi and D’Onofrio (2013); Martcheva (2015) among others.

In the abstract, the disease is characterized by several parameters, some non-dimensional,
some measured in units of time, typically days. The non-dimensional parameters include
the basic reproductive number (R0), and various ratios, such as the symptomatic case
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hospitalization ratio, symptomatic case fatality ratio and others. For example, R0, an
estimate of a pathogen’s transmissibility in a population, is equal to the average number
of people that a disease carrier is likely to infect in the absence of any interventions in a
population without immunity. The dimensional parameters include the mean number of
days from contracting the disease to symptom onset (τE), the mean number of days from
symptom onset to hospitalization, recovery, or death (τI), the mean number of days from
hospitalization to admittance to the ICU, recovery or deaths (τH), etc.

A disease’s progression can be analyzed top–down using SIR-type models or bottom-
up using agent-based models; network-based models are hybrid. Thus, in principle,
epidemiologists can build their models ahead of time and use the clinical data about a new
disease as they become available in the field to choose the correct values of the relevant
parameters and expand or simplify their flow charts appropriately. In 1927, in their seminal
paper, Kermack and McKendrick raised mathematical epidemiology to a new level by
developing, for the first time, a deterministic epidemic model that included susceptible,
infected, and removed individuals; see Kermack and McKendrick (1927).

Epidemiology is very powerful when using SIR-like models for describing certain dis-
eases, primarily occurring in a constrained environment, such as an epidemic of influenza,
which happened in a boarding school in the north of England in January and February
1978; see Martcheva (2015). It is much less efficient in dealing with global pandemics.
For instance, with regards to modeling COVID-19, it is hard to characterize the hugely
influential Imperial College model as an unqualified success; see Ferguson et al. (2020).3

The same is true as far as the Oxford University model is concerned; see Lourenço et al.
(2020). The Harvard model, being unimodal, is not particularly well suited for describing
COVID-19, which is manifestly multimodal as far as the disease burden is concerned; see
Kissler et al. (2020). This fact is particularly puzzling, given that multimodal models for
influenza are known; see Choe and Lee (2015).

1.4. Our Methodology

Our primary tool is the K-SEIR model for the K distinct population groups. Using
such a model is imperative to adequately capture different responses to the disease by
different population groups. Our model broadens the standard SEIR model, a tried and
tested working horse of epidemiological studies. However, for studying COVID-19, the
SEIR model cannot be used directly for two reasons: (a) The effect of the disease on different
population groups is dramatically different; (b) The number of asymptomatic cases is so
large that direct evaluation of the so-called basic reproduction number, R0, is not feasible.
To address point (a), we extend the model by introducing the K-SEIR approach. To deal
with the second point (b), we propose a novel method where direct calibration of the
relevant parameters, such as R0, is performed by using observable data, including the
number of hospitalizations and deaths, rather than the estimated data of the number of
infected individuals.

Our methodology is advantageous, compared to the standard methods, which, by
construction, cannot handle the particularities of COVID-19. For example, it can assist
government bodies in deciding whether to introduce lockdowns and for how long, and
which population groups have to be isolated.

1.5. The Structure of This Paper

The paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we briefly describe the specific charac-
teristics of COVID-19 reported in recent medical publications and summarize the govern-
ment responses to the pandemic. In Section 3, we consider a homogeneous SEIR model
and explain the nature of the relevant parameters. Section 4 presents the all-important
discussion of the COVID-19-specific data, such as the number of cases, hospitalizations,
and deaths. We also extract useful estimates for the reproductive number and the fatality
rates. In Section 5, we introduce the centerpiece of the paper—the K-SEIR model for the
K-distinct population groups. In the context of COVID-19, we concern ourselves with
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two possibilities, namely, the 2-SEIR model, with the two groups being the low-risk (LR)
and high-risk (HR), and the 4-SEIR model, with four groups being school children (SC),
low-risk (LR), high-risk (HR), and nursing home residents (NH). In Section 6, we extend the
K-SEIR model by incorporating the excess mortality into the calculations. We can perform
a quantitative comparison of lives saved and lost due to the imposition of lockdowns.
In Section 7, we discuss an interesting extension of the K-SEIR model, which replaces
derivatives with difference operators and properly accounts for the finite delays in the
system. We cover the very important subject of calibration in Section 8.

We base our approach on the assumption that the reproductive number is a latent
variable, which we can calculate by matching the hospitalization and mortality data. This
matching is an essential expansion of conventional epidemiological approaches, which
strive to compute the reproductive number directly. This feature is critical when dealing
with COVID-19, as its defining characteristic is a preponderance of asymptomatic or weakly
symptomatic cases. This situation is in sharp contrast to, for instance, swine flu, for which
each infection was so severe that it led to quarantining and hospitalization. In that case,
the direct computation of the reproductive number was relatively straightforward. For
COVID-19, the number of reported cases is of tertiary importance unless the authorities
undertake massive and continuous testing efforts.

Although not central to our analysis and too simplistic to be of practical value, we start
with the archetypal SIR to get an idea of the initial magnitude of the reproductive number
before any containment and mitigation measures are implemented. Once our models are
calibrated to the data, we use them to analyze the pros and cons of the lockdown strategies
in Section 9. We discuss the Swedish experience in Section 10. We briefly discuss our
method and its limitations in Section 11. We draw our conclusions in Section 12.

2. COVID-19
2.1. What Is COVID-19?

COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome
coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2). SARS-CoV-2 was first isolated and named on 11 February
2020. The first cases appeared in Huabei (China) in December 2019. As of 6 June 2020,
approximately 7 million cases and over 400,000 deaths have been reported across 210
countries; see Worldometers (2020). Transmissibility vs. fatality rates of various diseases,
including COVID-19, are summarized in Figure 1.
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Figure 1. Transmissibility vs. fatality rates of various diseases. At this point, these variables are still
uncertain for COVID-19. Source: Thomas-Rüddel et al. (2021).

At present, it is not known whether there is immunity to COVID-19, but most experts
think that it is the case.
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2.2. Government Responses to COVID-19

On 11 March, the World Health Organization declared COVID-19 a pandemic. Numer-
ous countries have instituted strict controls designed at curbing the spread of the disease,
including the following:

1. Social distancing for the general population.
2. Quarantine (14 days) of individuals returning from infected areas.
3. Lockdown/shelter-in-place/stay-at-home of areas with widespread infections.
4. Self-isolation of individuals who have tested positive or are suspected to be infected.

Eighty-eight countries have instituted controls, covering a combined 6.17 billion inhab-
itants (approx. 79.09% of the World’s population). The median start date for implementing
these measures was 22 March 2020. California was the first state in the U.S. to impose a
stay-at-home order on 19 March 2020. The deployment of various mitigation measures
across the globe is summarized in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Eighty-eight countries have instituted controls, covering a combined 6.17 billion inhabitants
(approx. 79.09). The median start date was 22 March 2020. California was the first state in the U.S. to
impose a stay-at-home order on 19 March 2020.

2.3. The Great Shutdown

While, first and foremost, COVID-19 is a threat to lives, it is also a threat to livelihoods
and, as a result, to more lives. While the virus does not necessarily on its own have a
meaningful impact on economic output, government interventions have driven many
economies to a halt. In a matter of weeks, the unemployment rate in the United States
went from around 3.5% in February 2020 to 19.7% in April 2020, the worst since the Great
Depression. At the beginning of the pandemic, economists expected a drop in the U.S. GDP
between 8% and 13%. During the Great Recession of 2008–2009, the U.S. GDP fell only
by 4.3%.

As of 30 May 2020, the U.S. had 40 million unemployed. Job losses over several weeks
erased all jobs created over the past decade. Initial unemployment claims in the U.S. are
summarized in Figure 3, clearly showing their unprecedented and alarming scale.
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Figure 3. As of 1 June 2020, the U.S. had 40 million unemployed. Job losses over the past 8 weeks
erased all jobs created over the past decade. Source: The United States Department of Labor.

Thus, while the pandemic is not an unexpected event by any stretch of the imagination,
the government response has been unprecedented.

2.4. The Need for Exit Strategies

Government interventions have a disproportionately adverse effect on minorities, the
working class, and the poor. Figure 4 shows that layoffs have disproportionally affected
low-income segments of the population.
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Percentage of US workers reporting job losses due to COVID‐19 pandemic, by income and survey date 
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Figure 4. Government interventions have a disproportionate adverse effect on minorities, the working
class, and the poor. Source: Adams-Prassl et al. (2020).

Lockdowns will have significant secondary effects for years in terms of health, drug
abuse, poor education, family disintegration, etc. For obvious reasons, lockdowns cannot
be sustained until a vaccine is available (approx. 18 months). Accordingly, national
governments must devise, communicate, and justify their exit strategies.

This study presents a general framework for analyzing the effects of alternative exit
strategies.

3. The Standard SIR and SEIR Models

The famous susceptible–infected–removed (SIR) and susceptible–exposed–infected–
removed (SEIR) models, originated by Kemrack and McKenrick in 1927, are the main
workhorses of mathematical epidemiology. The models are adequate when the entire pool
of the susceptible population is well mixed and reacts similarly to the infection.
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We start with the SIR model. The corresponding flow chart is shown in Figure 5.

S E I H

R

D
𝜷𝑫

𝜷𝑹

𝜷𝑯

𝜸𝑫

𝜸𝑹

Removed

Figure 5. A simplified flowchart for the SIR model.

Let S, I, and R, be the number of susceptible, infected, and removed individuals, and
N be the total number of individuals alive at time t. The corresponding SIR equations are

dS
dt

= −R0

τI

I
N

S, (1)

dI
dt

=
R0

τI

I
N

S− 1
τI

I,

dR
dt

=
1
τI

I.

Here, R0, called the basic reproduction number, is the expected number of secondary
cases produced by a single infected individual in a completely susceptible population,
absent of any intervention. It can be written in the form

R0 = κc̄τI , (2)

where κ is the probability of infection given contact between a susceptible and infected in-
dividual (transmissibility), c̄ is the average rate of contact between susceptible and infected
individuals, and τI is the duration of infectiousness. This number is non-dimensional. For
the common flu, R0 is of order 1.2–1.5, but for some highly infectious diseases, it can be as
high as 10. We show some representative reproductive numbers in Figure 1 above.

Assuming that N is approximately constant, N ≈ N(0), we can rewrite Equation (1)
in relative terms:

ds
dt

= −R0

τI
is, (3)

di
dt

=
R0

τI
is− 1

τI
i,

dr
dt

=
1
τI

i.

An epidemic occurs if
di/dt > 0 =⇒ R0is > i. (4)

Since initially s ≈ 1, an epidemic occurs when R0 > 1.
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Equations (1) are too simplistic to understand an actual disease in detail. Hence,
they need to be generalized as appropriate. Let S, E, I, H, V, R, and D be the number of
susceptible, exposed, infected, hospitalized, ICU treated, recovered, and dead individuals,
and N be the total number of people at a given moment in time. To adequately describe
various stages of the disease, we need to consider several state transitions. The flow chart
for the SEIR model is shown in Figure 6.

S E I VH
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𝜷𝑯

𝜸𝑫
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Figure 6. Flow chart for the SEIR model.

Susceptible members become exposed upon contact with infected members, exposed
become infected after a period, stay infected for a while, and then either recover or die
or are admitted to the hospital. Similar stages take place after hospitalization, as per the
previous diagram. In a sense, we are dealing with a version of Kirchhoff’s law.

The corresponding governing equations are

dS
dt

= −R

τI

I
N

S, (5)

dE
dt

=
R

τI

I
N

S− 1
τE

E,

dI
dt

=
1
τE

E− 1
τI

I,

dH
dt

=
β(H)

τI
I − 1

τH
H +

δ(H)

τV
V,

dV
dt

=
γ(V)

τH
H − 1

τV
V,

dR
dt

=
β(R)

τI
I +

γ(R)

τH
H,

dD
dt

=
β(D)

τI
I +

γ(D)

τH
H +

δ(D)

τV
V,

dN
dt

= −
(

β(D)

τI
I +

γ(D)

τH
H +

δ(D)

τV
V

)
,

Different phases of the disease are characterized by different characteristic time scales.
The corresponding times are denoted by τE, τI , τH , and τV , respectively. The transition
probabilities β, γ, δ describe the average impact of the disease on the population as a
whole. Here,

β =
(

β(H), β(R), β(D)
)

, β(H) + β(R) + β(D) = 1, (6)

γ =
(

γ(H), γ(R), γ(D)
)

, γ(H) + γ(R) + γ(D) = 1,

δ =
(

δ(H), 0, δ(D)
)

, δ(H) + δ(D) = 1.
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By construction, Equation (5) satisfies the following conservation laws

d
dt
(S + E + I + H + V + R− N) = 0, (7)

d
dt
(D + N) = 0,

so that we can drop the equations for R,N, and replace N in the remaining equations by
N(0)− D(t).

Equation (5) has to be supplied with the initial conditions. We choose these conditions
in the form

S(0) = (1− ξ)Nk, E(0) = ξN, I(0) = 0, H(0) = 0, (8)

V(0) = 0, R(0) = 0, D(0) = 0, N(0) = N,

where N is the initial size of the population in the pool, while ξ is the fraction of the
population initially exposed to the virus. In principle, it can be as small as 1/N—the
proverbial “patient zero”. We emphasize that when mixing is not perfect, N can be smaller
than the total population in a country or a city.

The flow chart for the SEIR model with vaccination is shown in Figure 7.

S

S𝑽 E𝑽 I𝑽 V𝑽H𝑽

R𝑽

D𝑽
𝜷𝑽𝑫

𝜷𝑽𝑹

𝜷𝑽𝑯

𝜸𝑽𝑫

𝜸𝑽𝑹

𝜸𝑽𝑽

𝜹𝑽𝑯

𝜹𝑽𝑫

S𝑼 E𝑼 I𝑼 V𝑼H𝑼

R𝑼

D𝑼
𝜷𝑼𝑫

𝜷𝑼𝑹

𝜷𝑼𝑯

𝜸𝑼𝑫

𝜸𝑼𝑹

𝜸𝑽𝑽

𝜹𝑽𝑯

𝜹𝑼𝑫

Figure 7. Flow chart for the SEIR model with vaccination.

We can divide susceptible members into vaccinated and unvaccinated classes. Both
classes become exposed upon contact with infected members, exposed become infected
after a period, stay infected for a while, and then either recover, die, or are admitted to the
hospital. The key is that the corresponding parameters are much better for the vaccinated
members than for the unvaccinated ones. We leave it to the reader to generalize Equation
(5) to describe the corresponding flow chart mathematically.

4. Data and Its Analysis
4.1. Available Data

Time series per country/region is provided by the Johns Hopkins University Center
for Systems Science and Engineering (CSSE), which maintains a data repository, with daily
counts per country/region of the following variables:

• Confirmed infections (C);
• Deaths (D);
• Recoveries (R).
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The number of active cases (A) is implied as A = C − D − R. Additionally, various
national agencies report the time series of tests administered (T).

The time series of confirmed infections, deaths, and recovered, in logarithmic scale, is
shown in Figure 8.

Figure 8. Time series of confirmed infections, deaths, and recovered, in logarithmic scale. In the U.S.,
the number of recovered cases is barely above the number of deaths, likely due to limited testing.

4.2. Problems with the Data

COVID-19 is a health crisis aggravated by a data crisis. The number of confirmed
infections is only a fraction of the number of infections because tested individuals are
primarily those where an infection is suspected. The number of tested individuals is lower
than the number of tests administered. Individuals, especially essential workers, may
require multiple tests to confirm a diagnosis. There is evidence that some countries have
manipulated statistics, including China, Indonesia, and Iran. Even after more than 12 weeks
since the WHO declared the COVID-19 pandemic, we still do not have accurate statistics;
see Figure 9.

Flu pandemics are recurring events. Over the last hundred years or so, they occurred
in 1918, 1957, 1968, 2009, and 2020. Because of that, COVID-19 is also a failure of advanced
planning.

Figure 9. After more than 12 weeks since the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic, we still do not
have accurate statistics. Only a few countries have conducted well-designed statistical experiments
to estimate the true values of C, D, and R.
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4.3. Case Fatality Rate

Only a few countries have conducted well-designed statistical experiments to estimate
the true values of C, D, R. Given a number of deaths D and a number of recovered
individuals R, the maximum likelihood estimate of the case fatality rate d is

d̂ =
D

D + R
. (9)

That is, d̂ is the ratio between deaths D and resolved outcomes D + R. This is different
from the crude fatality ratio:

d̂C =
D
C

. (10)

The estimate of d̂C is less useful because some of the confirmed cases may not resolve
favorably.

4.4. Example: The Swine Flu

The Swine Flu pandemic of 2009 was caused by the H1N1 virus; see Table 1. Ten
weeks into the epidemic, estimates varied widely between countries, with case fatality
rates reported between 0.1% and 5.1%. It took years for doctors to realize that H1N1’s
case fatality rate was 0.02%. The problem is that early statistics tends to underestimate the
number of recovered individuals R. Flawed data led to a massive overestimation of the
fatality rate of H1N1. Eleven years later, data collection is still a challenge; see Figure 10.

It is highly likely that WHO’s original estimate of 3.14% for the COVID-19 case fatality
rate is also wrong, for the reasons we establish next.

0.00
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0.40

0.60

0.80

1.00

1.20

1.40

1.60

1.80

2.00

0‐4 4‐24 25‐49 50‐64 65+

Cumulative Death Rate by Age Group (n=2,689) 

Figure 10. Flawed data led to a massive overestimation of the fatality rate of H1N1. Eleven years
later, data collection is still a challenge. Source: CDC.

4.5. Adjusted Fatality Rate for COVID-19

The value of D can be measured with some confidence, because deceased individuals
are tracked carefully for legal reasons. In contrast, only a fraction θ of recovered cases
are confirmed, with θ ∈ [0, 1], due to the over-representation of symptomatic cases in C.
Asymptomatic patients are systematically excluded from R. The adjusted fatality rate is

d̂θ =
D

D + θ−1R
≤ d̂. (11)

The Chinese CDC estimated that the proportion of mild cases of COVID-19 is approx-
imately 80.9%, thus implying a θ < 0.191. Countries that have administered tests to a
broader portion of the population tend to report lower case fatality rates; see Figure 11.
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Figure 11. Countries that have administered tests to a broader portion of the population tend
to report lower case fatality rates. This is consistent with the fact that θ << 1. Source: https:
//ourworldindata.org/.

This is consistent with the fact that θ � 1.

4.5.1. Case Study: The Diamond Princess

Every passenger of the Diamond Princess has been tested (θ = 1). In this case, C = 712,
D = 12, and R = 644, implying a d̂1 ≈ 1.83%; see Russell et al. (2020). The problem with this
estimate is that the majority of passengers were between 70–79 years old. We should expect
that the global fatality rate for COVID-19 is much lower than 1.83%. The relevant statistics
are shown in Figure 12.
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Figure 12. Number of Diamond Princess passengers and equivalent U.S. distribution. Source:
Russell et al. (2020).

4.5.2. Case Study: Iceland

Iceland and the Faeroe Islands are among the countries with most widespread testing
relative to their population, and where no new cases are being reported4. So far, the Faeroe
Islands has not registered a single death related to COVID-19. At the moment of writing this
article, Iceland has administered 62,768 tests on a population of approx. 341,243. Iceland
has recorded values of C = 1806, D = 10, and R = 1794.

However, even in the case of Iceland, we must accept that θ < 1, and θ ∈ [0.191, 1],
since less than 10% of the population has been tested. As a compromise, we use the middle
of the range, θ = 0.6.

https://ourworldindata.org/
https://ourworldindata.org/
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Using a likelihood function Bi[D + R, d̂1], and a prior Beta[D, θ−1R], we derive a
Bayesian estimate of d̂θ = 0.33% for COVID-19, with 95% confidence bands of [0.28%, 0.58%];
see Figure 13.

Figure 13. Bayesian estimate of d̂θ = 0.42% for COVID-19, with 95% confidence bands of
[0.375%, 0.75%]. This is significantly lower than the WHO’s estimate of 3.14%.

This is significantly lower than the WHO’s initial estimate of 3.14%.

4.6. Reproductive Numbers and Their Estimation

We must differentiate between the basic and the effective reproductive numbers. The
basic reproductive number (<0) is the effective reproductive number when there is no
immunity from past exposures or vaccination, nor any deliberate intervention in disease
transmission.

The effective reproductive number (<1) is the number of infections caused by a single
individual when some members of the community have developed immunity or some
intervention measures are in place.

We can derive the <0 and <1 values by fitting the SIR model (3). The value of τI can be
determined through the direct monitoring of patients, and does not need to be estimated.
Given a time series of observations {st, it, rt}(t=1,...,T), we can determine β̂ = R0/τI by
fitting the equation

∆it+1 + it/τI = βstit + εt, (12)

with solution

R =
∑T

t=1(∆it+1 + it/τI)stit

β ∑T
t=1(stit)

2 . (13)

The distribution of <0 and <1 across 159 countries shows a steep decline in reproduc-
tive numbers following interventions is shown in Figure 14.
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Figure 14. The distribution of R0 and R1 across 159 countries shows a steep decline in reproductive
numbers following interventions.

We can evaluate the effectiveness of interventions in terms of confirmed infections
before and after measures were adopted. The right plot shows the exponential growth rate
in C before and after government intervention. Data before C≥ 100 are dropped (size is too
small of an epidemic). The blue lines indicate expected growth when cases double every
two days (r = 0.35). Cases double every three days (r = 0.23).

Spain and Italy have economies that rely heavily on tourism. The situation in Spain
was particularly alarming, with cases almost doubling every two days. Government-
mandated lockdowns successfully curbed the spread of the disease.

France and Germany also experienced exponential growth. Their governments were
able to tame the spread of the disease without resorting to drastic lockdowns, like Spain
and Italy.

Before the government intervened, cases grew in the U.S. exponentially, at a growth
rate of 0.29. Even after the intervention, it took ten days for cases to fall below the doubling-
every-three-days line after the intervention. Benefits are not instantaneous.

The United Kingdom did not declare a National Emergency until 24 March 2020. The
initial situation in the U.K. was slightly better than in other European countries. Cases
doubled every three days before government intervention. After 18 days, the spread of the
disease did not slow down, forcing the U.K. government to ban gatherings of more than
two people. After measures were adopted, the spread of the disease slowed down. U.K.’s
COVID-19 growth rate of r = 0.12 is in line with other European countries.

The behavior of the growth rate of COVID-19 before and after government interven-
tions is shown in Figure 15.



J. Risk Financial Manag. 2022, 15, 248 16 of 38

Figure 15. Spain and Italy have economies that rely heavily on tourism. The case of Spain was
particularly alarming, with cases almost doubling every 2 days. Government-mandated lockdowns
successfully curbed the spread of the disease. France and Germany also experienced exponential
growth. Their governments were able to tame the spread of the disease without resorting to drastic
lockdowns, like Spain and Italy. Before the government intervened, cases grew in the U.S. exponen-
tially, at a growth rate of 0.29. Even after intervention, it took 10 days for cases to fall below the
double-every-3-days line. Benefits are not instantaneous. U.K.’s COVID-19 growth rate of r0 = 0.12
is in line with other European countries.

4.7. Key COVID-19 Characteristics

In the case of COVID-19, the most recent data suggest the choice for the disease
characteristics shown in Tables 2 and 3; see Centres for Disease Control and Prevention
(2020); Khalili et al. (2020).
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Table 2. Constant characteristic parameter values for COVID-19; source Khalili et al. (2020);
Kucharski et al. (2020); Li et al. (2020); Linton et al. (2020); Russell et al. (2020); Salje et al. (2020);
Verity et al. (2020); Woelfel et al. (2020).

Age 0–49 Years 50–64 Years ≥65 Years

Pre-existing immunity None None None

Percentage of transmission
occurring prior to symptom

onset
40% 40% 40%

Time from exposure
to symptom onset (mean) ~6 days ~6 days ~6 days

Time between symptom onsets
in an individual and a second

individual infected by the first (mean)
~6 days ~6 days ~6 days

Mean number of days from
symptom onset to hospitalization

(standard deviation)
6.9 (5.0) days 7.2 (5.3) days 6.2 (5.7) days

Mean number of days of hospitalization
without admittance to ICU

(standard deviation)
3.9 (3.7) days 4.9 (4.3) days 6.3 (5.1) days

Mean number of days of hospitalization
with admittance to ICU

(standard deviation)
9.5 (7.2) days 10.5 (7.0) days 10.0 (6.8) days

Percent admitted to ICU
among those hospitalized 21.9% 29.2% 26.8%

Percent on ventilators
among those in ICU 72.1% 77.6% 75.5%

Mean number of days on ventilators
(standard deviation) 5.5 (5.3) days 5.5 (5.3) days 5.5 (5.3) days

Mean number of days from
symptom onset to death

(standard deviation)
14.9 (7.7) days 15.3 (8.1) days 12.9 (7.6) days

Table 3. Variable characteristic parameter values for COVID-19; sourse CDC.

Parameters Scenario 0–49 Years 50–64 Years ≥65 Years Overall

R0

1
2
3
4
5

2.0
2.0
3.0
3.0
2.5

2.0
2.0
3.0
3.0
2.5

2.0
2.0
3.0
3.0
2.5

2.0
2.0
3.0
3.0
2.5

Symptomatic Case
Fatality Ratio

1
2
3
4
5

0.02%
0.02%
0.10%
0.10%
0.05%

0.10%
0.10%
0.60%
0.60%
0.20%

0.60%
0.60%
3.20%
3.20%
1.30%

0.20%
0.20%
1.00%
1.00%
0.40%

Symptomatic Case
Hospitalization Ratio

1
2
3
4
5

1.30%
1.30%
2.60%
2.60%
1.70%

3.60%
3.60%
5.70%
5.70%
4.50%

5.20%
5.20%
10.00%
10.00%
7.40%

2.80%
2.80%
4.10%
4.10%
3.40%
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Table 3. Cont.

Parameters Scenario 0–49 Years 50–64 Years ≥65 Years Overall

Percent of asymptomatic
infections

1
2
3
4
5

20%
50%
20%
50%
35%

20%
50%
20%
50%
35%

20%
50%
20%
50%
35%

20%
50%
20%
50%
35%

Relative infectiousness of
asymptomatic individuals

1
2
3
4
5

50%
100%
50%

100%
100%

50%
100%
50%
100%
100%

50%
100%
50%

100%
100%

50%
100%
50%
100%
100%

5. The K-SEIR Model
5.1. K-SEIR—SEIR for Several Interacting Groups

The standard SEIR model is adequate provided that the entire population is affected
by the disease evenly. However, COVID-19 impacts different population groups differently.
Hence, we must extend the SEIR model so that it takes into account the dynamics of
different pools of individuals. To this end, we consider a given city and propose the
heterogeneous version of the SEIR model, with K groups: the K-SEIR model.

To account for the different impact of the disease on different groups, we need to split
the entire population of a given city into K classes. Let Sk, Ek, Ik, Hk, Vk, Rk, and Dk be
the number of susceptible, exposed, infected, hospitalized, ICU treated, recovered, and
dead individuals in the k-th class, and Nk be the total number of people at a given moment
in time. Age is clearly an important determinant of which class an individual belongs to,
but other factors, such as pre-existing conditions, must be considered. Clearly, we need
to study susceptible, exposed, infected, hospitalized, ICU treated, recovered, and dead
subgroups within a class, as well as their interactions with other classes. The flow chart for
the SEIR model within a given class is the same as before.

Equations:

dSk
dt

= −Rk
τI

ΘkSk, (14)

dEk
dt

=
Rk
τI

ΘkSk −
1
τE

Ek,

dIk
dt

=
1
τE

Ek −
1
τI

Ik,

dHk
dt

=
β
(H)
k
τI

Ik −
1

τH
Hk +

δ
(H)
k
τV

Vk,

dVk
dt

=
γ
(V)
k
τH

Hk −
1

τV
Vk,

dRk
dt

=
β
(R)
k
τI

Ik +
γ
(R)
k

τH
Hk,

dDk
dt

=
β
(D)
k
τI

Ik +
γ
(D)
k
τH

Hk +
δ
(D)
k
τV

Vk,

dNk
dt

= −
(

β
(D)
k
τI

Ik +
γ
(D)
k
τH

Hk +
δ
(D)
k
τV

Vk

)
,

The actual split of βk, γk, δk for different classes is somewhat nuanced. It can be inferred
from the clinical information.
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5.2. Contacts between Groups

In order to describe contacts between groups, we need to introduce the so-called
preferred mixing matrix C. We assume that the number of contacts between members of
the k-th and k′-th group, per unit of time is given by

Ckk′ =

(
πkδkk′ + (1− πk)

(1− πk′)ak′Nk′

∑K
k̄=1(1− πk̄)ak̄ Nk̄

)
ak Nk (15)

=

(
πkδkk′ + (1− πk)

ak′ Ñk′

∑K
k̄=1 ak̄ Ñk̄

)
ak Nk,

where δkk′ is the Kronecker delta, and Ñk = (1− πk)Nk. Here, π = (π1, ..., πK), 0 ≤ πk ≤ 1,
is a vector, which characterizes the relative size of interactions within and outside of the k-th
group. Our choice of matrix C allows us to consider all kind of possibilities, including the
limiting cases when there is proportional mixing between groups (the matrix is degenerate,
has rank one, and πk = 0), or there is no mixing between groups at all (the matrix is
diagonal, and πk = 1).

An adequate choice of the mixing matrix is important for what we want to accomplish
in our analysis of various lockdown strategies properly. In view of our choice of the
preferred mixing matrix, we can describe the impact of infected individuals in the k-th
group on susceptible individuals on all the groups in a proportional fashion.

As before, the celebrated reproductive number, is given by the following ratio:

Rk =
ak
βk

. (16)

In many cases, Rk is time dependent due to seasonality such that

Rk(t) = χk(t)R
(0)
k , (17)

χk(t) = 1 + ϑk cos
(

2πt
T

)
.

Here R
(0)
k is the average COVID-19-specific reproductive number, ϑk corresponds to

its seasonal variations, and T is the period; T = 365.
The all-important quantity Θk describes the process by which susceptible individuals

become infected and is given by

Θk = πk
Ik
Nk

+ (1− πk)Ω, (18)

Ω =
∑K

k̄=1(1− πk̄)ak̄ Ik̄

∑K
k̄=1(1− πk̄)ak̄ Nk̄

=
∑K

k̄=1 ak̄ Ĩk̄

∑K
k̄=1 ak̄ Ñk̄

.

where Ĩk = (1− πk)Ik. It is clear that Equations (15) and ((18) are in agreement.
Equation (14) has to be supplied with the initial conditions. As before, we choose these

conditions in the form

Sk(0) = (1− ξk)Nk, Ek(0) = ξk Nk, Ik(0) = 0, Hk(0) = 0, (19)

Vk(0) = 0, Rk(0) = 0, Dk(0) = 0, Nk(0) = Nk,

where Nk is the initial number of individuals in their respective class, while ξk is the fraction
of the population initially exposed to the virus.

5.3. The Nonlinear Effects

Our main equations are manifestly scale invariant. It means that all the outputs for
a metropolitan area with a population of 10 million are 10 times larger than the outputs
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for a metropolitan area with a population of 1 million. However, for large metropolitan
areas, it is more appropriate to use equations which violate scale invariance. This fact is
well known and comes as no surprise (public transportation, especially the subway, being
the main culprit). This nonlinearity explains why mortality in NYC is so much higher than
in sparsely populated areas with similar population sizes.

Accordingly, in large metropolitan centers, it is more appropriate to choose Θk in the
non-scale-invariant form:

Θ(v)
k = πk

Ik

N1−v
k

+ (1− πk)Ω(v), (20)

Ω(v) =
∑K

k̄=1 ak̄ Ĩk̄(
∑K

k̄=1 ak̄ Ñk̄

)1−v
,

where v is a phenomenological factor accounting for the fact that in large urban areas,
human interactions are more intense and there are more situations where the sick can
infect susceptibles, for instance, when using public transportation. The magnitude of v is
location dependent. Its typical order of magnitude is about 0.01–0.1, which accounts for
the population density of the metropolitan area and effects of the public transportation.

5.4. Variation of Susceptibility

Our framework allows one to analyze individual variation in susceptibility described
by a discretely or continuously distributed factor that multiplies the force of infection upon
individuals; see also Gomes et al. (2020).

dS(t, k)
dt

= −Rk
τI

Θ(t)S(t, k), (21)

dE(t, k)
dt

=
Rk
τI

Θ(t)S(t, k)− 1
τE

E(t, k),

dI(t, k)
dt

=
1
τE

E(t, k)− 1
τI

I(t, k),

where k has a known distribution, say, the gamma distribution with parameters (α, α),
k ∼ Γ(α, α), and S(k) is the number of individuals with susceptibility k, and similarly for
E(k), I(k). Here

Θ(t) =

∫ ∞
0 I(t, k)dk∫ ∞

0 N(t, k)dk
, (22)

where

N(0, k) = ϕ(k, α)N, (23)

ϕ(k, α) =
ααkα−1e−αk

Γ(α)
, k > 0, α > 0.

We choose parameters in such a way that 〈k〉 = 1,
〈
k2〉− 〈k〉2 = 1/α. The remaining

equations for H(t, k), V(t, k), ..., are the same as before.

5.5. Stationary State and Herd Immunity

We can analyze Equation (14) and describe its asymptotic state corresponding to the
herd immunity. First, by adding the first two equations of Equation (14), we obtain

d
dt
(Sk + Ek) = −

1
τE

Ek, (24)



J. Risk Financial Manag. 2022, 15, 248 21 of 38

Since
dIk
dt

=
1
τE

Ek −
1
τI

Ik, (25)

we obtain
d
dt
(Sk + Ek) = −

(
dIk
dt

+
1
τI

Ik

)
. (26)

The integration of Equation (26) yields

Nk(0)− Sk(∞) =
1
τI

Îk, (27)

where
Î =

∫ ∞

0
I(t)dt. (28)

Second,

− 1
Sk

dSk
dt

=
Rk
τI

(
πk

Ik

N1−v
k

+ (1− πk)Ω(v)

)
. (29)

We freeze Nk, Nk(t) = Nk(0) and obtain

ln
(

Nk(0)
Sk(∞)

)
=

Rk
τI

(
πk

Îk

N1−v
k (0)

+ (1− πk)Ω̂(v)

)
, (30)

where

Ω̂(v) =
∑K

k̄=1 ak̄
˜̂I k̄(

∑K
k̄=1 ak̄ Ñk̄(0)

)1−v
. (31)

In view of the above:

ln
(

Nk(0)
Sk(∞)

)
= Rk

 πk
(Nk(0)−Sk(∞))

N1−v
k (0)

+(1− πk)
∑K

k̄=1(1−πk̄)Rk̄(Nk̄(0)−Sk̄(∞))

(∑K
k̄=1 Rk̄ Ñk̄)

1−v

. (32)

Finally,

− ln sk = Rk


(

πk Nv
k (0) + (1− πk)

Rk Ñk(0)

(∑K
k̄=1 Rk̄ Ñk̄(0))

1−v

)
(1− sk)

+(1− πk)

K
∑

k̄=1,k̄ 6=k
Rk̄ Ñk̄(0)(1−sk̄)

(∑K
k̄=1 Rk̄ Ñk̄(0))

1−v

. (33)

5.6. The Impact of Variability on the Herd Immunity

We can describe the steady state for Equation (21) along similar lines. In the case in
question, Equation (27) assumes the form

N(0, k)− S(∞, k) =
1
τI

Î(k), (34)

while Equation (30) becomes

ln
(

N(0, k)
S(∞, k)

)
=

Rk
N(0)

∞∫
0

(N(0, l)− S(∞, l))dl, (35)

so that

− ln s(k) = Rk
(

1−
∫ ∞

0
s(l)ϕ(l, α)dl

)
, (36)
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where s(k) = S(∞, k)/N(0, k). Let χ =
∫ ∞

0 s(l)ϕ(l, α)dl. Then

s(k) = e−R(1−χ)k, (37)

and
χ =

∫ ∞

0
e−R(1−χ)l ϕ(l, α)dl. (38)

Thus, χ is the solution of the following equation

χ−MFG(−R(1− χ)) = 0, (39)

where MGF is the moment-generating function of the random variable k. It is shown below
that χ < 1, so Equation (39) is well defined. Explicitly,

χ−
(

1 +
R(1− χ)

α

)−α

= 0. (40)

Denoting the corresponding solution by χ(R, α), we can represent the asymptotic size
of the pool of susceptibles as follows:

s(R, α) =
∫ ∞

0
e−R(1−χ(R,α))l ϕ(l, α)dl = χ(R, α). (41)

The values of s(R, α) as a function of variability α−1 for a given R are shown in
Figure 16.
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Figure 16. The herd-immunity level as a function of α for several representative values of ρ. It is clear
that variability affects it in a profound way.

We also show the limiting value s(R) ≡ s(R, ∞) corresponding to the deterministic
susceptibility. It follows from Equation (40) that s(R) solves the following equation:

ln s(R) +R(1− s(R)) = 0. (42)

Figure 16 clearly shows that the variability plays a very important role in determining
the level of herd immunity, which can be achieved with a much lower number of infected.
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5.7. Finite ICU Capacity and Its Implications

One of the most fundamental and novel aspects of our model is the fact that it is
capable of accounting for the potential supply–demand imbalance of the ICU cases, which
can be critical for overall mortality.

In fact, one of the main arguments in favor of the lockdown of several major economies
is that such a lockdown prevents the potential collapse of the healthcare system.

We shall show below that, given a relatively modest ICU overcapacity, such a collapse
is highly unlikely, even if only a partial lockdown on a high-risk population is implemented
instead.

We model the overflow of the ICU utilization by adjusting coefficients δ:

δ
(H)
k = δ̄

(H)
k H

(
C−∑K

k̄=1 Vk̄

)
, (43)

δ
(D)
k = δ̄

(D)
k + δ̄

(H)
k

(
1−H

(
C−∑K

k̄=1 Vk̄

))
.

where H(.) is the Heaviside step function. Thus, when the system operates below its
capacity, there is no need to ration medical services.

5.8. Description of the Lockdown

The lockdown effects can be modeled by the reduction in the reproductive number,
R0,k. Since in addition to these effects we also want to model seasonality, which is a
common feature of many viral infections, we allow for R0,k to be time dependent. The
lockdown starts at time χ1, and ends at time χ2. We assume that the reduction in R0,k as a
result of lockdown is in the order of 30–40%.

To model these effects, the coefficients Rk(t) have to be made time dependent:

Rk(t) = φk(t)χk(t)R
(0)
k , (44)

with

φk(t) =
L

∑
l=1

φ̄k,lH((t− tl−1)(tl − t)). (45)

Here χk(t) is given by Equation (17), T0 = 0, T1...TL−1, TL = T, and T is the terminal
time for the calculation, e.g., T = 365 days, and T1...TL−1 are times when lockdowns are
either imposed or lifted. When there is only a one-time lockdown, we have L = 3; T1 is the
time when it is imposed, and T2 is the time when it is lifted, T3 = T. In general, several
consecutive rounds of imposing/lifting lockdowns can be contemplated.

When Rk(t) are time dependent, Equations (18) and (20) become

Θk = πk
Ik
Nk

+ (1− πk)Ω, (46)

Ω =
∑K

k̄=1 Rk̄(t) Ĩk̄

∑K
k̄=1 Rk̄(t)Ñk̄

,

Θ(v)
k = πk

Ik

N1−v
k

+ (1− πk)Ω(v), (47)

Ω(v) =
∑K

k̄=1 Rk̄(t) Ĩk̄(
∑K

k̄=1 Rk̄(t)Ñk̄

)1−v
,

respectively.
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6. Lives vs. Lives

Typically, even modest proposals to end lockdowns are faced with stiff opposition,
arguing that lives are being traded for the sake of the economy. Reality is more subtle.
While quarantines, which are imminently reasonable, affect a relatively small fraction
of the population at a time by isolating sick members of the public, lockdowns, being
a blunt tool affecting the community as a whole, have a profound impact on mortality.
In Atlas et al. (2020), the authors argue that unemployment and reduction in health care
provision inevitably caused by lockdowns result in excess mortality on their own. To
account for the adverse effects of lockdowns, we need to generalize the K-SEIR model by
introducing the excess mortality µk, affecting the population as a whole. The corresponding
equations have the form

dSk
dt

= −Rk
τI

ΘkSk − µk(t)Sk, (48)

dEk
dt

=
Rk
τI

ΘkSk +
Rk
τI

ΘkQk −
1
τE

Ek,

dIk
dt

=
1
τE

Ek −
1
τI

Ik,

dHk
dt

=
β
(H)
k
τI

Ik −
1

τH
Hk,

dVk
dt

=
γ
(V)
k
τH

Hk −
1

τV
Vk,

dDk
dt

=
β
(D)
k
τI

Ik +
γ
(D)
k
τH

Hk + µkQk,

Nk(t) = Nk(0)− Dk(t),

7. Delay Difference Equations

It is clear that the standard differential equations are not good enough to describe the
actual epidemiological problem at hand because delays between exposure and infection,
etc., play a major role in the progression of the disease. Thus, at the very least, we have to
use delay differential equations to describe the problem at hand.

Yet, in order to account for the discrete (and very noisy) nature of the observations we
are dealing with, it is best to use delay difference equations, adding stochasticity as needed.
To this end, we introduce discretely observed variables Sk,n, ek,n, etc. We emphasize an
important difference between the continuously monitored variables S, E, I, ..., and discretely
monitored variables S, e, i, .... While I (say) represents the total number of infected at time t,
in represents the number of people newly infected at time t. Loosely speaking,

in =
In

τI
. (49)

With this understanding in mind, we can write the system of delayed differential
equations (DDEs) as follows:

Sk,n+1 =

(
1−

Rk

τI
Θk,n

)
Sk,n, (50)

ek,n+1 =
Rk

τI
Θk,nSk,n,

ik,n+1 = ek,n+1−τE ,

hk,n+1 = β
(H)
k ik,n+1−τI ,

dk,n+1 = β
(D)
k ik,n+1−τI + γ

(D)
k hk,n+1−τH ,
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where

Θk,n = πk
Ik,n

N1−v
k,n

+ (1− πk)

(
R1 Ĩ1,n +R2 Ĩ2,n

)(
R1Ñ1,n +R2Ñ2,n

)1−v
, (51)

Ik,n =
n

∑
m=n−τI

ik,n, Ĩk,n = (1− πk)Ik,n,

Nk,n = Nk,0 − Dk,n, Ñk,n = (1− πk)Nk,n.

It is more appropriate to treat times τα, α = E, I, H, as discrete random variables with
pdfs fα(.) and cdfs Fα(.), rather than given constants. The corresponding randomized
delayed difference equations (RDDEs) have the form

Sk,n+1 =

(
1−

Rk

τI
Θk,n

)
Sk,n, (52)

ek,n+1 =
Rk

τI
Θk,nSk,n,

ik,n+1 =
n+1

∑
m=0

ek,n+1−m fE(m),

hk,n+1 = β
(H)
k

n+1

∑
m=0

ik,n+1−m fE(m),

dk,n+1 = β
(D)
k

n+1

∑
m=0

ik,n+1−m fE(m) + γ
(D)
k

n+1

∑
m=0

hk,n+1−m fH(m),

where

Θk,n = πk
Ik,n

N1−v
k,n

+ (1− πk)

(
R1 Ĩ1,n +R2 Ĩ2,n

)(
R1Ñ1,n +R2Ñ2,n

)1−v
, (53)

Ik,n =
n

∑
m=0

ik,mFI(m), Ĩk,n = (1− πk)Ik,n,

Nk,n = Nk,0 − Dk,n, Ñk,n = (1− πk)Nk,n.

8. Calibration
8.1. Calibration of the SIR Model

The flow chart describing the progress of the disease is an obvious simplification of
the one shown in Figure 5. The corresponding dynamic equations can be written in the
form of delay differential–difference equations similar to Equation (3):

ds(t)
dt

= −Ri(t)s(t)
τI

, (54)

di(t)
dt

=
(Rs(t)− 1)i(t)

τI
,

d(t) = β(D)(1− s(t− τD)),

where s(t), i(t), d(t) are susceptible, infected, and deceased fractions of the initial popula-
tion at time t, β(D) is the probability of dying after becoming exposed to the disease, and
τD is the time between exposure and death; see, for example, Lourenço et al. (2020). The
corresponding initial conditions are

s(ζ) = 1− i0, i(ζ) = i0, (55)
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where ζ is the start time of the outbreak. These equations assume that there is homogeneous
mixing among members of the public. This is clearly a gross simplification, which might be
justified in some simple situation, but is hardly applicable in the general case.

The governing Equation (54) is very simple and can be solved analytically. The first
two equations yield

di
ds

= −1 +
1
Rs

, (56)

so that

i = i0 + (1− s) +
1
R

ln(s), (57)

dt
τI

= − ds
(R(i0 + (1− s)) + ln(s))s

.

Let s̄ = 1− s, and

Φ(s̄; i0,R) =

s̄∫
0

ds̄
(R(i0 + s̄) + ln(1− s̄))(1− s̄)

≈
ln
(
(Ri0+(R−1)s̄)

Ri0(1−s)

)
(Ri0 + (R− 1))

. (58)

The limit of integration is S̄, which satisfies the following equation

R(i0 + S̄) + ln(1− S̄) = 0. (59)

This is the asymptotic level for t→ ∞ at which the herd immunity is reached.
Accordingly,

s̄(t) = Ψ(ι; i0,R) ≈ Ri0e(Ri0+(R−1))ι

Ri0e(Ri0+(R−1))ι + (R− 1)
≈ Ri0e(R−1)ι

(R− 1)
, (60)

where ι = (t− ζ)/τI , and Ψ is the inverse of the Φ function. Thus, s̄(t) has a universal
shape which depends on the disease-specific parameters R, τI and the initial fraction of the
infected population. Finally,

D(t) = β(D)Ψ(ι; i0,R)N0 ≈ β(D)Re(R−1)ι

(R− 1)
I0, (61)

where I0 = i0N0 is the initial number of infected individuals. We emphasize that in the
beginning, the death toll D(t) is independent of the size of the overall population such that
the conclusions drawn in Lourenço et al. (2020) are unverifiable at best.

Figure 17 shows how Equation (54) can be calibrated to the initial phase of the disease
in Italy and the U.K.

Loureco et al. drew a rather dramatic conclusion from similar calculations; see
Lourenço et al. (2020). However, we feel that there is little actual substance in their claims.
First, the number of infected individuals in the early stages of the disease is growing both
organically and is imported from abroad. Even more importantly, there is absolutely no
reason to assume that the overall size of a given country determines the size of the infected
population. As we have shown above, the variability of the reproductive number has a
profound effect on the ultimate size of the infected population.
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Figure 17. Calibration of the SIR model to the initial phase of the disease in Italy and the U.K.
(a) Mortallity-Observations vs. Model—ITA (b) Mortallity-Observations vs. Model—GBR.

8.2. Calibration of the 1-SEIR Model

The reproductive number R(t) is an implied quantity. To start with, let us consider
the reduced one-group case. We have

dS(t)
dt

= −R(t)
τI

S(t)I(t)
(N0 − D(t))

, (62)

dE(t)
dt

=
R(t)

τI

S(t)I(t)
(N0 − D(t))

− 1
τE

E(t),

dI(t)
dt

=
1
τE

E(t)− 1
τI

I(t),

dD(t)
dt

=
β(D)

τI
I(t),

Since we are interested in matching the hospital admissions and the deaths, the
equation for R(t) is redundant. We also emphasize that the number of cases is not worth
calibrating to because it is extremely unreliable.
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In Figure 18, we show the calibration of the 1-SEIR model to the hospitalization and
death statistics in New York City.
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Figure 18. Calibration of the SEIR model to the hospitalization and death statistics in NYC. (a) Hospi-
talizations (b) Mortality.

The corresponding parameters, which are in broad agreement with Tables 2 and 3,
have the form

τE = 6d, τI = 7d, τH = 10d, (63)

β(H) = 2.45%, β(R) = 97.31%, β(D) = 0.24%,

γ(R) = 74.73%, γ(D) = 25.27%,

R<
0 = 2.35, R>

0 = 0.97, v = 0.0420.

Because of the effects of variability, which we discussed earlier, it is unreasonable to
assume that N(0) = 8,200,000, i.e., the entire population of the city. Instead, we view it as
a variable quantity, which is chosen in such a way that in the long-run proportion of the
population, infected with the virus at some point in time, equals 25% of N(0), or 2,050,000,
say. As a result, the “effective” N̄(0) = 2,450,000. If so desired, one can run the calibration
with the actual N(0). Results change in the obvious fashion—the burden of the disease
becomes much less, but the number of affected individuals is much larger. The number of
infected individuals on 1 January 2020 is 14. The case mortality rate is 0.86%.
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8.3. Calibration of the 2-SEIR Model

Consider now the case K = 2, so that there are only two groups: (a) the low-risk class
(LR, or group 1); (b) the high-risk class (HR, or group 2). Since age is the most, albeit not
the only, important determinant, we can assume that relative sizes of the groups are 9:1.

The corresponding equations have the form Equation (14) with K = 2. In Figure 19,
we show the results of the calibration of the 2-SEIR model to the hospitalization and death
statistics in New York City.
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Figure 19. Calibration of the 2-SEIR model to the hospitalization and death statistics in NYC for the
LR and HR groups.
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We divide the entire population into two groups, NLR(0) = 6,970,000, NHR(0) =
1,230,000, and calculate the corresponding “effective” sizes, N̄LR(0) = 1,952,000, N̄HR(0) =
428,000, in such a way that the total number of infected individuals is 2,050,000. The
relevant parameters are shown below

τE = 6d, τI = 7d, τH = 10d, (64)

β
(H)
LR = 1.19%, β

(R)
LR = 98.72%, β

(D)
LR = 0.09%,

γ
(R)
LR = 82.77%, γ

(D)
LR = 17.23%,

R<
0,LR = 1.73, R>

0,LR = 1.14, vLR = 0.0379, πLR = 80.00%,

β
(H)
HR = 7.93%, β

(R)
HR = 91.07%, β

(D)
HR = 1.00%,

γ
(R)
HR = 70.71%, γ

(D)
HR = 29.29%,

R<
0,HR = 1.85, R>

0,HR = 1.23, vHR = 0.0379, πHR = 80.00%.

It is clear that the LR and HR groups’ mortality rates are very different, 0.29% for the
LR group, and 3.33% for the HR group. Overall, COVID-19 mortality is of order 0.84%, as
we saw before.

9. Lockdown Strategies—Pros and Cons

Once we manage to calibrate the 2-SEIR model to the New York City data, we can use
the corresponding parameters to investigate the following essential questions:

• Can early quarantine save lives?
• Did the actual quarantine save lives?
• Is there any benefit in imposing a quarantine on the low-risk population?

We present the answer to the above questions graphically in Figures 20–22.
In Figure 20, we show the hospitalization and mortality statistics for the low-risk and

high-risk populations, assuming that quarantine is imposed three weeks earlier than in
reality, i.e., on the 60th day of the year, rather than the 80th.

This figure shows that early detection of disease and intervention is the most efficient
way of dealing with the pandemic in such densely populated areas as New York. The
experience with Los Angeles is another excellent example. However, because of the
difficulties with data collection and other considerations, this is often impossible. Our
observations are in agreement with Pei et al. (2020).

In Figure 21, we show the hospitalization and mortality statistics for the low-risk and
high-risk populations assuming that no quarantine is imposed.
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Figure 20. Hospitalization and mortality, assuming that the quarantine is imposed three weeks earlier
than in reality.
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Figure 21. Hospitalization and mortality assuming that there is no quarantine.

This figure shows that late quarantine is not an efficient way of dealing with the
pandemic in such densely populated areas as New York.

Finally, in Figure 22, we show hospitalization and mortality statistics for the low-
risk and high-risk populations, assuming that no quarantine is imposed on the low-risk
population. This figure shows that late quarantine is not an efficient way of dealing with
the pandemic in such densely populated areas as New York. Thus, there is no discernible
difference between quarantining and not quarantining the low-risk population.
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Figure 22. Hospitalization and mortality assuming that there is no quarantine for the low-risk
population and there is quarantine for the high-risk population.

In summary, a late quarantine is not an efficient tool for mitigating the consequences
of the COVID-19 pandemic in a densely populated urban area.

10. Learning from the Swedish Experience

In this section, we briefly discuss the so-called “Swedish experience”. Recall that at the
beginning of the pandemic, the Swedish authorities refused to follow the rest of the world,
including their Scandinavian neighbors, and did not introduce lockdowns. Instead, they
introduced a series of largely voluntary measures to reduce the transmission of the virus.
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Ever since they chose this “non-standard” (but imminently reasonable) course of action,
many newspaper articles and talk shows were dedicated to elucidating what was wrong
with the Swedish approach. Finally, after two years, we can see the consequences of not
introducing lockdowns in Sweden. Thanks to the exceptionally comprehensive mortality
statistics accumulated by Statistics Sweden, founded in 1858, we can look at the number of
deaths in 2020 and 2021 in the proper historical context.

In Figure 23, we show mortality statistics for Sweden in retrospective.
Figure 23a shows the total number of deaths per day for 2015–2022. It is clear that in

2020, the number of deaths was elevated in April, May, and June. However, the overall
number of deaths shown in Figure 23b looks large when compared with deaths experienced
in 2019, when it was quite low. The number of deaths as a proportion of the total population,
shown in Figure 23c, was much higher between 1970 and 2012, without generating any
publicity or public health measures at all. We feel that the Swedish experience shows that
sensible measures are as effective as lockdowns. One error of the Swedish authorities was
their delay in isolating nursing homes. The authors of Juul et al. (2021), who compared the
Swedish and Norwegian experiences, arrived at similar conclusions.
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Figure 23. Mortality in Sweden: (a) daily mortality for 2015–2021; (b) number of death for 1970–2021;
(c) death rate for 1970–2021. Source: Statistics Sweden.

11. Discussion

This article develops a detailed and rich epidemiological multi-factor model and
several simpler models, which we use as its building blocks. The ultimate model is complex
enough to account for all the relevant disease propagation features, its disparate impact on
different groups in the population, and interactions within and between various groups. In
addition, our model accounts for such aspects of a given medical system as the availability
(or lack thereof) of spare hospital beds and intensive care units (ICU) to accommodate the
pent-up demand due to the pandemic.

In sharp contrast to many previous pandemics, the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted
in many asymptomatic cases. As a result, standard epidemiological models have to guess
the number of infected patients, which is very hard to do. In contrast, we use the most
recent hospitalization and mortality data to calibrate the model.5

In the epidemiological context, calibration R0 to the observable data seems new. It
allows one to perform “nowcasting” the mortality and transmissibility of the pandemic. We
borrowed this approach from quantitative finance, where implied volatilities and similar
quantities are widely popular; see, for example, Lipton (2001).

Our model can achieve meaningful results; however, it is not without limitations. For
instance, we completely neglected the geographical aspects of the COVID-19 propagation.
In the future, we plan to study an extension of our K-SEIR model, which we call the KL-
SEIR model. The latter accounts not just for the stratification across different age groups,
etc., but also across different cities and countries.

12. Conclusions

Governments need protocols for “nowcasting” the mortality and transmissibility of
the pandemic. For example, a random sample of 1000 individuals would have quickly
dispelled the WHO’s assertion that COVID-19 had a fatality rate of 3.4%. In addition,
government statistics show that lockdowns have successfully slowed down the spread
of COVID-19, reducing the number of deaths directly caused by this disease. However,
government statistics do not account for the loss of lives and livelihoods derived from
universal lockdowns.

Lockdowns should aim to minimize the total loss of life, and not only deaths directly
caused by the pandemic. In particular, large-scale unemployment is a leading cause of
drug abuse. Over the following months and years, we will likely observe a spike in
drug-abuse-related deaths, crime, and mental health issues.
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The K-SEIR model shows that targeted lockdowns (on high-risk populations) are
more likely to achieve the triple goal of minimizing loss of life and loss of livelihood,
and avoiding the depletion of medical resources. On the other hand, in countries with a
well-developed healthcare system and a population willingly abiding by sensible rules and
regulations, the sheltering in place of the entire community is excessive and harmful when
considered holistically.

A brief universal lockdown is warranted while we collect data regarding mortality
and transmissibility, followed by targeted lockdowns of the high-risk population. The
low-risk population should continue to practice sensible personal protection measures.

Given the actual nature of the disease we are battling—COVID-19—it is very likely
that the schools’ opening does not increase the risk of overcapacity of the health system or
the chance for a second wave. At the same time, it is imperative to seal nursing homes as
best as possible to avoid a high infection and mortality rate among their clients. It is also
essential to implement sensible pandemic response measures, such as wearing face masks,
following strict hygiene routines, practicing social distancing, paid-for self-quarantine,
testing, and tracking. Frequent testing of essential workers has to be a priority. It is also
helpful to issue a clean bill of health to the individuals who have recovered from the virus
and developed antibodies, provided that the virus immunity is real.

Governments must learn from the mistakes of COVID-19 management and design
targeted lockdowns in anticipation of COVID-20.

We feel that extending our approach and making it more versatile and granular will
help fight future pandemics and allow government and medical bodies to make more
meaningful and less disruptive decisions. In particular, one cannot overestimate the role of
nowcasting in making decisions under uncertainty.

The Matlab code used to perform the calculations is available from the authors upon
request.
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Notes
1 One should not confuse quarantining of the sick with the sheltering in place of the healthy, which we discuss next.
2 Riots during the lockdown of Moscow during the plague of 1770–1772 come to mind.
3 Less charitably, one can characterize this model as a catastrophic failure, primarily due to its inability to differentiate between a

hypothetical worst-case scenario and a realistic one. Moreover, it requires no effort to arrive at the worst-case scenario conclusions
via back-of-the-envelope calculations.

4 The UAE and Bahrain have conducted even more extensive testing, however they are currently still experiencing a large number
of new cases. For this reason, we consider the statistics of Iceland and Faeroe as closer to final.

5 Unfortunately, the data tend to be so polluted that proper pre-processing is needed.
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