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Since the COVID-19 pandemic was declared, as of July
2022 over 565 million infections have been confirmed over
the world,! with different variants of the virus emerging in
consecutive waves. Many of those variants have been classified
at some point in time as ‘variants of concern’> due to
increased transmissibility or disease severity, the latest ones
being Delta and Omicron.

Those variants have been associated with different clinical
presentations of the disease, such as patients during the Delta
wave being more likely to present with loss of smell, while
during Omicron they were more likely to present with sore
throat.® Little was known until now about differences in pre-
sentation in the skin between waves, and the study by Vis-
conti et al.* provides valuable information.

This community-based study was based on a prospective
collection of data from 348 691 users of the UK ZOE COVID
Study app, in which users were required to report daily
symptoms and results for SARS-CoV-2 testing during the
Delta and Omicron waves. Users were matched for age, sex,
vaccination status, and self-reported eczema diagnosis
between the two waves, and the final sample included
117 879 confirmed SARS-CoV-2 infections and 280 389
unrelated illnesses.

Skin involvement was less common during the Omicron
wave than with Delta (11-4% vs. 17-6%), and symptom dura-
tion was shorter. Burning rash was the most frequent manifes-
tation (in 7-2% and 11-3% of patients, respectively) and also
showed the highest diagnostic value: patients with it had 1-5
times the odds for testing positive for SARS-CoV-2 during the
Omicron wave, compared with 2-6 during Delta. In compar-
ison, the odds ratios for fever were 1-9 during the Omicron
wave and 3-2 during Delta. Only exceptionally was the cuta-
neous manifestation the presenting symptom (<1% during
both waves). Acral lesions were the least frequent cutaneous
finding (0-7% during Omicron and 1-1% with Delta), and are
progressively losing frequency compared with the initial
COVID-19 descriptions.®

A relevant caveat is that the differential findings between
waves detected by the app are not based on the identifica-
tion of the virus variant affecting each patient, but on the
timing of the waves and the predominant virus variant at
each time. Hence, other characteristics that also change over
time might be alternative explanations for the findings. For
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instance, changes over time in population immunity after
previous SARS-CoV-2 infections, or users of the app facing
some degree of ‘response fatigue’,® might lead to less regis-
tration of skin findings and potentially cause some data to
be missing not at random. While the findings might be
unrepresentative of some high-risk populations like older
patients, and populations at a digital disadvantage, the ZOE
COVID Study app has proven to be a powerful data collec-
tion tool.

Monitoring cutaneous manifestations while the COVID-19
pandemic continues serves a useful purpose to support diag-
nosis and may illustrate the changes in the interactions
between viruses and population immunity. This strategy
could be especially efficient now that, as stated in the
paper, several national surveillance studies are being scaled
down as the world faces new and emerging challenges.”
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