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Although swab procedures during SARS-CoV-2 testing are generally safe (3 adverse events in 11 476
swab procedures; 0.026%), increased awareness of complications is necessary, considering
approximately 5.1 million tests conducted worldwide daily. https://bit.ly/2J5sd96
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To the Editor:
The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic comprises approximately 50 million confirmed cases
and over 1.2 million deaths as of 10 November, 2020 [1], affecting healthcare systems worldwide in an
unprecedented way. In the absence of effective treatments or preventive measures, all attempts to control
the pandemic are based on reliable diagnostic procedures, particularly RT-PCR of upper respiratory
specimens, which is considered the diagnostic gold standard [2]. A previously unimaginable number of
these diagnostic procedures has been performed since the beginning of the pandemic and there is a clear
trend towards further expanding the number of tests [3]. Although specimens are frequently obtained by
semi-skilled temporary staff, the collection is generally considered safe. However, possible adverse events of
the procedure have largely escaped systematic recording and reporting to date. A Pubmed search,
performed on 10 October, 2020, using every possible combination of the search terms “complications”,
“adverse events”, “adverse effects” and “nasal swab”, “oral swab”, “nasopharyngeal swab”, “oropharyngeal
swab”, revealed only three publications relevant for the question of adverse events caused by pharyngeal
swab procedures. The first one represents a case report describing the break of a nasal swab by triggering
the swab’s breakpoint mechanism during the examination of an uncooperative patient [4]. The second
publication compared commercially available swabs with three-dimensional printed nasopharyngeal swabs,
reporting different mild complications in several individuals, and one individual with severe epistaxis
needing medical help [5]. Lastly, one case of cerebrospinal fluid leak requiring endoscopic surgical repair
was reported after a nasal COVID-19 test [6]. Of note, even the second study investigated adverse events
in only 176 individuals [5].
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