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Dear Editor,

Last May, we published on your Journal the article “Google 
Trends and COVID-19 in Italy. Could we brace for impact?” 
[1]. Using the open-access tool Google Trends™, we 
reported the observation of a strong and significant temporal 
correlation between volumes and patterns of queries for the 
specific Italian search terms “febbre” and “tosse”, respec-
tively, meaning “fever” and “cough” in English translation, 
and the increase in admissions to intensive care units (ICU) 
or the number of new deaths from COVID-19 in Italy. Our 
idea was that the analysis of Google Trends™ data could 
have a complementary role to conventional public health 
surveillance systems in anticipating future outbreaks, with 
the key purpose of giving the healthcare system enough time 
to get prepared.

After a transient deflection of the epidemic curve between 
June and July, we have been witnessing in the last weeks a 
steady rise of new confirmed cases. In particular, the 947 
positive tests recorded on August 21st, represent the highest 
number since May, when Italy was on the tail end of the first 
COVID-19 wave and the rigid lockdown measures started to 
be eased. Official data are accessible on the Italian Govern-
ment’s website https​://www.salut​e.gov.it.

In the light of this evolution, we thought again to Google 
Trends™. This time, we couldn’t perform a correlation anal-
ysis similar to our previous study because, notwithstanding 

the overt surge in new infections, the number of patients 
needing ICU, as well as the fatalities per day, is relatively 
low and almost invariably in single figures, thus precluding 
any robust statistical approach. Moreover, since a relevant 
percentage of the infected individuals identified in the last 
weeks result from contact tracing independently of clinical 
manifestations, in our opinion, quantifying the correlation 
between volumes of potential symptoms search and number 
of new, largely asymptomatic, cases, would not be entirely 
appropriate.

However, we wondered whether Google Trends™ data 
could mirror again the dynamics of virus spread or not. 
With this in mind, we plotted the daily number of new cases 
against the synchronous search volumes for “febbre” and 
“tosse” in the period from May 1st, 2020 to August 21st, 
2020. (Fig. 1a, b). With the aid of polynomial smoothed 
trendlines to facilitate visual appraisal of data, we observed 
the gentle upward curving of search volumes appearing 
since the end of June, shortly before the number of new 
confirmed COVID-19 cases started rising again.

Consistently with the methodology applied to our original 
study and to corroborate the findings, we also plotted the 
proportion of interest toward commonly occurring symp-
toms not directly related to COVID-19 infection [2] and the 
number of new COVID-19 cases. The same period of time 
was selected and Google Trends™ for the Italian words “mal 
di schiena” and “diarrea”, corresponding to “back pain” 
and “diarrhea” in English translation, were assessed. In this 
case, no similarities in temporal trends could be identified 
(Fig. 1c, d), thus supporting the idea that our observations 
regarding “febbre” and “tosse” were probably not spurious.

We are, therefore, reaffirming the role of infoveillance 
[3] and we encourage competent health authorities to look 
seriously at Google Trends™ to integrate and strengthen 
traditional surveillance systems aiming at early detection 
and, potentially, anticipation of future outbreaks, thus allow-
ing stakeholders and healthcare services to take action 
accordingly.
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Fig. 1   New confirmed COVID-19 cases between May 1st and August 
21st, 2020, plotted against Google Trends’ search volumes of the Ital-
ian words “febbre” (panel A), “tosse” (panel B), “mal di schiena” 
(panel C) and “diarrea” (panel D), respectively, corresponding to 
“fever”, “cough”, “back pain” and “diarrhea” in English translation. 

In all panels, polynomial smoothed trendlines were drawn. The sud-
den rise in search volumes for “febbre” (panel A) observed on July 
18th is presumably attributable to the 1976 Italian cult movie “Febbre 
da cavallo” (Horse fever) went on air on TV prime-time that same 
day
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