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ABSTRACT 
Aim: To estimate the epidemiological parameters related to the Covid-19 outbreak in Iran. 

Background: Estimating the epidemiological parameters of new public health threat (COVID-19) is essential to support and inform 

public health decision-making in different communities including Iran. 

Methods: We established a mathematical model to estimate the epidemiological parameters from 19 Feb to 15 March based on daily 

COVID-19 confirmed cases in Iran. Then, we estimated the effect of early traffic restriction on our estimation.  

Results: We estimated the R0 at 2.11 (95% CI, 1.87-2.50) and the infected number at 92,260 (95% CI: 59,263 -152,212) by 15 

March. Our estimate for the ascertainment rate was about 1.2% (95% CI: 1.1-1.4). The latent period estimation was 4.24 (95% CI: 

2.84-6.65). We observed a decline in our estimate after considering the traffic restriction.  

Conclusion: Our results suggest that health authorities in Iran must take impactful strategies to control the COVID-19 outbreak to 

reach R0<1. Therefore, the establishment of complementary, multilateral, and cost-effective measures for the treatment of 

symptomatic and early diagnosis and isolation of asymptomatic cases/contacts are strongly recommended because of low 

ascertainment rate and large number of infected cases. We additionally recommend that traffic restriction be combined with other 

controlling measures. 
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Introduction  

  1 COVID-19 was firstly reported in Dec 2019 by 

Chinese health authorities (1) and has now been labeled 

as a pandemic by WHO and considered a global health 

emergency (2). However, the scientific gaps about the 
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disease are being filled, and now the important role of 

person-to-person transmission (3) and subsequently 

asymptomatic transmission as a potential source of the 

outbreak (4) have been addressed.  

Notably, health authorities in some affected countries 

are taking important decisions with incomplete and 

evolving scientific data, which highlights the 

importance of identifying and estimating 

epidemiological parameters such as the basic 

reproductive number (R0)(5), ascertainment rate, latent 
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period, and the number of infected people to understand 

the true extent of the outbreak. 

Hence, estimating these parameters are crucial to take a 

suitable and timely response to this outbreak. In 

countries such as Iran, current epidemiological data are 

insufficient to understand the true epidemiological 

picture of this disease and the complexity of its 

epidemic  (6). Additionally, COVID-19 has affected all 

the provinces in Iran, and hence we urgently need to 

estimate these epidemiological parameters. 

The objective of this study was to estimate the 

epidemiological parameters related to the Covid-19 

outbreak in Iran by establishing a mathematical model 

owing to its ability to guide control strategies.   

 

Methods 

Domestic connectivity of Qom province 

On 19 Feb, the first confirmed cases of COVID-19 

were reported in Qom province, Iran (Figure 1, red 

polygon). Qom is a religious city with direct contact 

with all provinces of the country (Figure 1, white 

polygons) except for Hormozgan, Bushehr, and  

Kohgiluyeh and Boyer-Ahmad provinces (Figure1, 

green polygons). 

 

 
Figure 1. The connectivity of Qom (red polygon) with 
other provinces directly (white polygons) or indirectly 
(green polygons) by other provinces, either by airline or 
landline. 
 

In this modeling study, we considered Qom 

province as the source of infection dissemination to 

other provinces. This project has been ethically 

approved by the Ethics Committee in Gastroenterology 

and Liver Diseases Research Center, Research Institute 

for Gastroenterology and Liver Diseases, Shahid 

Beheshti University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran. 

(NO.1106) 

Mathematical modeling and statistical analysis 

In this study, we used embedded functions from the 

Wuhan package (7, 8) in R software to estimate the 

epidemiological parameters of the Covid-19 outbreak 

in Iran. Briefly, a deterministic SEIR metapopulation 

transmission model implemented in the Wuhan 

package was used to estimate the transmission rate, 

latent period, infected number, ascertainment rate, and 

basic reproductive number.  

Model Assumptions 

First, we assumed that the daily number of infected 

cases has Poisson distribution based on the following 

equation: 

)( ~ isiis xPoissony 
 

where isy
 is the number of newly detected cases in 

each Iranian province “i” for each day “s” (9). 

Similar isx
 is the number of expected for each province 

for a specific day and i
 is the province-specific case 

ascertainment between 0 and 1. The case trajectory in 

this SEIR (susceptible, exposed, infected, and 

recovered) model was constructed based on ordinary 

differential equations.  

In this way, the force of infection for each province 

of Iran is  

/ ( .( / )) /t tI N K I N N    
 

β is the human-to-human transmission rate, k is the 

connectivity matrix between the Iran provinces where 

each element represents the number of daily passengers 

that move between the provinces (either by airline or 

landline) (10, 11), I is the number of infected people, 

and N is the population number of each province.    

Then, by constructing the log-likelihood function 

and its optimization (maximization), we estimated the 

aforementioned epidemiological parameters (7, 8). In 

the final step, we used the bootstrap to consider the 
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uncertainty around the estimated parameters by 

calculating the 2.5% and 97.5% quantiles. 

We only included COVID-19 daily cases from 12 

Feb to 15 March and generalized our results based on 

that time period. Our assumption preceded the 

implementation of domestic travel limitations and 

lockdown in most Iran provinces that received a 

significant number of infected cases. Furthermore, 

although the number of domestic travels considerably 

increased around March 15 due to the Iranian New 

Year’s Eve holiday, we assumed that the daily number 

of passengers remained constant in that time period. 

Finally, we quantified the impact of travel restriction on 

COVID-19 by a 20% reduction in the number of daily 

passengers.  

 

Results 

Regarding the importance of COVID-19 and to 

obtain better epidemiological facet, we estimated the 

disease epidemiological parameters in Iran and showed 

the impact of early traffic restrictions. We estimated the 

basic reproductive number (Ro), from 19 Feb to 15 

March at 2.11 (95% CI, 1.87-2.50). Moreover, by 

considering a 20% reduction in the number of daily 

passengers from reporting the first confirmed cases in 

Iran, the Ro decreased to 1.77 (95% CI, 1.65-1.93) 

(Figure 2). 

The latent period estimation was 4.24 (95% CI, 

2.84-6.65) and with the 20% traffic reduction, it 

dropped to 1.76 (95% CI, 1.07-2.68) (Figure 2). The 

average ascertainment rate was estimated 

approximately at 1.2% (95% CI, 1.1-1.4), and with 

20% traffic restriction, it was diminished to 1.4% (95% 

CI, 1.2-1.6) (Figure 2). 

Our estimation for the number of infected people 

was at 92,260 (95% CI, 59,263 -152,212) and 40,630 

(95% CI, 27,454-60,066) without and with traffic 

restriction, respectively (Figure 2). Finally, our estimate 

for the transmission rates was 0.49 d-1 (95% CI, 0.37-

0.66) and with 20% traffic restriction it was 1.00 d1 

(95% CI, 0.72- 1.54). These results could be an 

indication of the positive effect of traffic restrictions on 

the control of the Covid-19 outbreak. 

 

Discussion 

We estimated the epidemiological parameters of 

Covid-19 for Iran. The estimated reproductive number 

of 2.11 (95% CI, 1.87-2.50) is reasonably consistent 

 
Figure 2. Estimated epidemiological parameters of COVID-19 in Iran, with and without considering traffic restriction.  
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with other reports in other regions of the world mostly 

in China (12-15) and approximately consistent with the 

higher bound of WHO estimate of 1.4-2.5. Meanwhile, 

our estimate was less than other reports that estimate R0 

around 3 or higher (16, 17). However, the time 

fluctuation of this estimate during an outbreak is quite 

expected. Therefore, one evidence showed that R0 

estimates first increase and then approach its initial 

values (18). Therefore, we believe that our Ro estimate 

is reasonable at this time, 15 March. When considering 

early traffic restrictions from the beginning of the 

outbreak in Iran, we observed about 0.3 declines in the 

R0 estimate. However, it should be interpreted 

cautiously because one evidence indicates that the 

impact of traffic restriction on the spread of the 

COVID-19 outbreak is modest unless combined with 

other public health measures (19). 

Likewise, we estimated the number of infected 

cases at about 92 thousand cases. The projected higher 

number than the currently reported confirmed cases 

could be explained by the presence of a large number 

of asymptomatic peoples and those who are under 14 

years of age. This may indicate that most patients in 

Iran are asymptomatic and could potentially be 

contagious to others. One evidence in nature publisher 

supports our results well, stating that these 

asymptomatic cases can account for about 60% of all 

infections (20). Furthermore, the role of asymptomatic 

contacts has previously been approved in Germany(21). 

Meanwhile, it is also quite logical that early travel 

limitations can lead to a smaller number of infected 

people traveling to each province. However, this 

measure should be implemented along with other 

control measures.  

Our estimate for the ascertainment rate was less 

than other active surveillance systems in other countries 

where ascertainment rate was at 9.2%(22) or 44%  for 

non-severe cases(23). Nevertheless, various reasons can 

be involved such as asymptomatic cases and mild 

illness(22). Accordingly, we strongly recommend 

implementation of an active screening using more 

reliable and valid screening methods such as PCR-

based diagnostic tests to identify symptomatic and 

asymptomatic cases since past screening methods such 

as temperature checks to rule out cases are not 

reliable(20). Likewise, our estimate of ascertainment 

rate can support the positive role of travel limitation on 

the COVID-19 outbreak. 

There are some limitations to our work. First, 

Poisson increment in the number of cases as this 

increment might have another distribution. Second, we 

did not consider the effect of intervention programing 

in our model other than the traffic restriction. Third, the 

daily fluctuations in the number of passengers were not 

included in our model. In the meantime, these results 

can guide to implement interventions against COVID-

19 in Iran. 

In general, our model has estimated important 

epidemiological parameters and showed the positive 

impact of travel restriction among provinces in Iran on 

the estimated number of cases. Future models could 

take other social distancing measures and other public 

health interventions into considerations. 

 

Acknowledgment  

This study was supported by Shahid Beheshti 

University of Medical Sciences, Tehran, Iran (grant 

number 23759). 

Conflict of interests 

The authors declare that they have no conflict of 

interest. 

References  

1. Zhu N, Zhang D, Wang W, Li X, Yang B, Song J, et al. A 
novel coronavirus from patients with pneumonia in China, 
2019. N Engl J Med 2020;382:727-33. 

2. World Health Organization. Statement on the second 
meeting of the International Health Regulations (2005) 
Emergency Committee regarding the outbreak of novel 
coronavirus (COVID-19) [Updated 30 January 2020]. 
Available at: https://www.who.int/news/item/30-01-2020-
statement-on-the-second-meeting-of-the-international-
health-regulations-(2005)-emergency-committee-regarding-
the-outbreak-of-novel-coronavirus-(2019-ncov).  

3. Chan JFW, Yuan S, Kok KH, To KKW, Chu H, Yang J, et 
al. A familial cluster of pneumonia associated with the 2019 
novel coronavirus indicating person-to-person transmission: a 
study of a family cluster. Lancet 2020;395:514-23. 

4. Rothe C, Schunk M, Sothmann P, Bretzel G, Froeschl G, 
Wallrauch C, et al. Transmission of 2019-nCoV Infection 
from an Asymptomatic Contact in Germany. N Engl J Med 
2020;382:970-71. 

5. van den Driessche P. Reproduction numbers of infectious 
disease models. Infect Dis Model 2017;2:288-303. 



S138  COVID-19 epidemiological parameters in Iran 

Gastroenterol Hepatol Bed Bench 2020;13(Suppl.1):S134-S138 

 

6. Ebrahim SH, Memish ZA. COVID-19: preparing for 
superspreader potential among Umrah pilgrims to Saudi 
Arabia. Lancet 2020;395:e48. 

7. Read JM, Bridgen JRE, Cummings DAT, Ho A, Jewell CP. 
Novel coronavirus 2019-nCoV: early estimation of 
epidemiological parameters and epidemic predictions. 
medRxiv 2020:2020.01.23.20018549. 

8. Jafari F, Hamidian M, Rezadehbashi M, Doyle M, 
Salmanzadeh-Ahrabi S, Derakhshan F, et al. Prevalence and 
antimicrobial resistance of diarrheagenic Escherichia coli and 
Shigella species associated with acute diarrhea in Tehran, 
Iran. Can J Infect Dis Med Microbiol. 2009;20:e56-62. 

9. Agency IRN. Multimedia, Irans coronavirus toll update 
2020. Available from: https://en.irna.ir/photo/83723991/Iran-
s-coronavirus-toll-update. 

10. Road Maintenance and Transport Organization. Passenger 
Statistics 2020 [updated 2020/03/21. Available from: 
http://www.rmto.ir/en/Pages/StatisticalIndex.aspx?FolderID=
5. 

11. The Civil Aviation Organization of Islamic Republic of 
Iran (CAO.IRI). Statistics and Information Technology Office 
2020 [updated 2020/03/21. Available from: 
https://www.cao.ir/web/english/34. 

12. Riou J, Althaus CL. Pattern of early human-to-human 
transmission of Wuhan 2019 novel coronavirus (2019-nCoV), 
December 2019 to January 2020. Euro Surveill 
2020;25:2000058. 

13. Li Q, Guan X, Wu P, Wang X, Zhou L, Tong Y, et al. 
Early transmission dynamics in Wuhan, China, of novel 
coronavirus–infected pneumonia. N Engl J Med 
2020;382:1199-207. 

14. Zhao S, Lin Q, Ran J, Musa SS, Yang G, Wang W, et al. 
Preliminary estimation of the basic reproduction number of 
novel coronavirus (2019-nCoV) in China, from 2019 to 2020: 

A data-driven analysis in the early phase of the outbreak. Int J 
Infect Dis 2020;92:214-7. 

15. Majumder M, Mandl KD. Early transmissibility 
assessment of a novel coronavirus in Wuhan, China. SSRN 
2020;3524675. 

16. Liu T, Hu J, Kang M, Lin L, Zhong H, Xiao J, et al. 
Transmission dynamics of 2019 novel coronavirus (2019-
nCoV). bioRxiv 2020; 919787. 

17. Tang B, Wang X, Li Q, Bragazzi NL, Tang S, Xiao Y, et 
al. Estimation of the Transmission Risk of the 2019-nCoV 
and Its Implication for Public Health Interventions. J Clin 
Med 2020;9:462. 

18. Liu Y, Gayle AA, Wilder-Smith A, Rocklöv J. The 
reproductive number of COVID-19 is higher compared to 
SARS coronavirus. J Travel Med 2020;27. 

19. Chinazzi M, Davis JT, Ajelli M, Gioannini C, Litvinova 
M, Merler S, et al. The effect of travel restrictions on the 
spread of the 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak. 
Science 2020;368:395-400. 

20. Jane Qiu. Covert coronavirus infections could be seeding 
new outbreaks 2020. Available from: 
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-00822-x. 

21. Rothe C, Schunk M, Sothmann P, Bretzel G, Froeschl G, 
Wallrauch C, et al. Transmission of 2019-nCoV Infection 
from an Asymptomatic Contact in Germany. N Engl J Med 
2020;382:970-1. 

22. Nishiura H, Kobayashi T, Yang Y, Hayashi K, Miyama T, 
Kinoshita R, et al. The Rate of Underascertainment of Novel 
Coronavirus (2019-nCoV) Infection: Estimation Using 
Japanese Passengers Data on Evacuation Flights. J Clin Med 
2020;9. 

23. Omori R, Mizumoto K, Nishiura H. Ascertainment rate of 
novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19) in Japan. Int J Infect 
Dis 2020;96:673-5. 

 


