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Letter to the Editor

Google Trends reveals: Focus of interest in the population is on treatment options rather than
theories about COVID-19 animal origin

Dear Editor,

Since the appearance of human pathogenic members of the
Coronaviridae family, which have not only mild, but also severe and
fatal infection courses, these coronaviruses have become the focus of
public interest. SARS-CoV-1 was identified as the pathogen during the
SARS pandemic 2002–03 originated in China (Cherry and Krogstad,
2004). MERS-CoV persists in the Middle East region since 2012
(Corman et al., 2019) and SARS-CoV-2 is responsible for the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic.

Possible animal reservoirs have been discussed since the first ap-
pearance of SARS. These include various candidates such as horseshoe
bat species (Rhinolophus spec.), raccoon dogs (Nyctereutes procyonoides),
masked palm civets (Paguma larvata) or livestock (Luk et al., 2019;
Gong and Bao, 2018). However, since more than 10,000 masked palm
civets have been culled based on preliminary research (Cook and
Karesh, 2012), care must be taken in the future, especially for species

that are more vulnerable than palm civets like critical endangered
Malayan pangolins (Manis javanica) (Han, 2020).

Since individual reports of a transmission of the new SARS-CoV-2 to
pets and even zoo lions (Panthera leo) and tigers (P. tigris) in the Bronx
Zoo were reported (Gollakner and Capua, 2020), corresponding peaks
were revealed in search queries by Google Trends, in particular for the
unusual transmission to lions and tigers (Fig. 1). For the Pearson cor-
relation coefficient, a high correlation between the search terms
“CoViD-19” and “tiger” (r = 0.669, p < 0.05) was found for the period
from 1st January 2020 to 24th April 2020. In the same setting, the
search terms for animal reservoirs that are being discussed (e.g. “bat”,
“palm civet”, “racoon dog”, “pangolin”) have shown different results.
Interest in bats remained relatively high and rose slightly at the end of
January. However, the search queries for “pangolin” peaked in early
February and also between mid and late March 2020. The search terms
“palm civet” and “raccoon dog” returned only minor values in the se-
lected setting (Fig. 1).

Fig. 1. Display of Google Trends data for various worldwide search terms including total and new COVID-19 cases. Normalized search data were obtained from
Google Trends according to Springer et al., 2020 (100 – high interest; 0 – no or insufficient interest data) for the period from 1st January to 24th April 2020. COVID-
19 case data were obtained from Worldometers (worldometers, 2020) (accessed: 28th April 2020).
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For the search term “palm civet” a low Pearson correlation coeffi-
cient was found (r = 0.148; p < 0.05). The search term “pangolin”
revealed a medium correlation (r = 0.431, p < 0.05) also the search
term “bat” (r = 0.300; p < 0.05). Furthermore, the search term
“raccoon dog” revealed no correlation according to the search term
“CoViD-19”.

In a recently published paper, Parry looks at the animal welfare and
possible panic fear of being infected by pets (Parry, 2020). However,
this potential fear is not reflected in Google searches for domestic cats
or dogs. No significant data were found for search terms “domestic cat”
and “domestic dog” (data not shown).

In contrast, there is clearly a need for information among the po-
pulation regarding possible COVID-19 therapy options and medication.
This can be clearly demonstrated for the publicly discussed drug re-
mdesivir as well as the possibilities of vaccination (Li and De Clercq,
2020) by using Google Trends (Fig. 1). For the Pearson correlation
coefficient a high correlation between the search term “CoViD-19” and
the search term “vaccine” (r = 0.903, p < 0.05) was found. For “re-
mdesivir” a medium Pearson correlation coefficient (r = 0.300,
p < 0.05) was found.

As suggested elsewhere (Springer et al., 2020), Google Trends can
only represent the interests of the population, but cannot clearly dis-
tinguish between fear or concern and pure interest. Likewise, certain
terms that are widely used in the mass media seem to generate interest
peaks.

Our data support that the main interest of the population is cur-
rently rather in the medical therapeutic direction and, apart from an-
ecdotal individual reports (e.g. Bronx Zoo cats), there is less interest in
possible virus carriers or the animal origin and reservoir.
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