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One of the mysteries about the Coronavirus outbreaks is
why we don’t have more of them. The answer is rooted in the
fat-tailed distribution of contagion events. There are specific
events that trigger outbreaks, superspreader events. Without
such events the few individuals that are “typically" infected
by any individual apparently don’t lead to an outbreak. Most
sick individuals don’t infect anyone. If there are a few people
that are infected, they infect no more than a few people, and
the contagion dies out.⇤ Unless there is a particular event, a
superspreader event at a particular place or time, or a particular
individual, that leads to many cases. Once there are many
cases, the more typical way it spreads is strong enough to
lead to an explosion. [This also suggests that contagion may be
nonlinear due to a threshold of exposure as multiple infected
individuals in the environment of an individual lead to a higher
transmission rate.]

Each of the Coronavirus outbreaks we know of in China,
South Korea, and Italy (there isn’t enough information about
Iran to know) had superspreader events that triggered the
larger outbreak. This happened at the exotic food market in
China (whether or not the food there was the source of the
virus)[1], at a cult religious service in South Korea[2], and
by an Italian runner who was sent home by doctors despite
symptoms[3]. We also know of potential superspreader events
in Hong Kong[4] and Germany[5], and do not know if they
will lead to outbreaks.

In this paper we would like to consider how to characterize
pandemic superspreaders as an aide toward stoping them from
happening. Here are some thoughts.

Superspreader events are linked to: (A) individual qualities,
(B) social contact events or venues, (C) individual and system

behavior relative to symptoms.
Pandemic Superspreader Type A = Socialites: (1) people

who go from meeting to meeting, and/or (2) enjoy groups, the
larger the better.

These are individual qualities: Highly connected individuals,
hubs in the social network, sometimes called connectors [6].
Notes:

• It is different if they are virtual (phone, email, internet,
etc) connectors or in-person ones.

• It may be different if they know the people personally or
just interact with them casually. Being attracted to social
contexts is not the same as knowing people. While usually
close contact is needed, it may be enough to interact
casually if there are many of them.

Pandemic Superspreader Type B = Service venues with
workplace rules/values or individuals that don’t rapidly self-
isolate.

These are qualities of contexts: venues and events (markets,
retail, hospitality, etc). Notes:

• Those who work in high-contact professions, in markets
and service organizations, have many encounters with
people, generally serially.

• Once such a service provider has an infection the super-
spreader event is almost guaranteed, unless they rapidly
self-isolate / don’t go to work based upon symptoms.

Pandemic Superspreader Type C = Is turned away from,
or doesn’t self-care in isolation, (1) is turned away from care
(quality of medical system), (2) ignores symptoms, (3) avoids
medical care, and/or (4) doesn’t self isolate when feeling ill.

These are qualities of medical systems or authorities who do
not provide, or individuals who ignore, treatment or diagnosis.
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⇤In Shenzhen, among 2,842 identified close contacts of COVID-19 cases, about 2.8% were found to be infected, less than one in 30 [1].
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