
16 TuftScope  ⏐ Spring 2016 • Volume 15, Issue II

neurological disorder called Guillain-Barré syndrome, though 
this was seen primarily in a 2013 to 2014 outbreak in French 
Polynesia.8 Ultimately, many fears about Zika virus are based 
on an overall lack of knowledge about the disease; Although 
research is progressing quickly, the exact dangers posed by the 
virus remain uncertain.

MISCONCEPTIONS OF DANGER 

In the wake of widespread media coverage, misinformation 
about Zika virus has spread faster than the disease itself. 

Ronak Pandit, a coach for India’s Olympic shooting team, 
stated, “the way I see it, it’s better to die for an Olympic gold 
than be scared and sit at home,” referencing his decision to 
attend this year’s Olympic games in spite of the Zika virus 
threat.9 While this is a noble endeavor, Pandit’s notions of 
risking death are unfounded. The U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention (CDC) asserts that dying from Zika 
virus is very rare, and most infected people do not even end 
up in the hospital.7 However, Pandit is not alone in his beliefs. 
A recent survey conducted by the University of Pennsylva-
nia found that 42% of Americans believe that Zika virus is 
likely fatal, despite the fact that this is an entirely unsup-
ported notion.10 Such a misconception about Zika virus is 
a major contributor to the widespread fear surrounding the       
upcoming Olympics. 

Even those who do not fear death from the virus worry 
about the disease’s effect on their ability to have children. In 
an article written for the Washington Post, Kim Conley – a 
distance runner hoping to compete in Rio this year – shared 
concerns about attending the Olympics as she plans to have 
a baby once her running career is over.11 Further, Olympic 
rower Andrew Triggs Hodge claimed in Britain’s Times news-
paper that, “for anybody who wants a family, Zika is a very 
real and frightening threat.”9 However, this statement may 
also be inaccurate. Despite the danger Zika virus poses to 
people who are already pregnant, there is thus far little evi-
dence to suggest that the disease could adversely affect future 
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U.S. SOCCER STAR HOPE SOLO MADE HEADLINES 
this February when she announced that the spread of 

Zika virus in Brazil might stop her from competing at the 
nation’s 2016 Olympic games, to be held in Rio de Janeiro.1 
Brazil has also been having a difficult time selling Olympics 
tickets this year with Zika virus being a primary concern for 
travelers.21 Many healthcare experts share these fears and sev-
eral have even advised that the Olympics be canceled or post-
poned until more is known about the virus.2 Indeed, Zika 
virus is currently a cause of major panic in Brazil. The World 
Health Organization (WHO) has predicted that as many as 
1.5 million Brazilians will contract the virus this year alone.3 
The disease has made an especially great impact on women’s 
health due to its connection to birth defects, and it is already 
stirring up widespread debate about abortion rights.3, 4, 5 Zika 
virus has thus incited much fear among prospective travel-
ers. Furthermore, mass gatherings like the Olympics can be 
public health nightmares due to the potential for widespread 
infectious disease transmission.6 It makes sense that fears sur-
rounding the Zika virus would dissuade tourists from travel-
ing to Rio this summer; however, calls to cancel the Olympics 
may be far-fetched. Though the impact of Zika virus in Brazil 
must be taken seriously, the 2016 Olympics do not pose as 
serious of a health threat to travelers as many believe.

WHAT IS ZIKA VIRUS?

Zika virus is an infectious disease primarily spread 
through the bites of Aedes mosquitos, but can also be 

transmitted sexually, through blood transfusion, and from 
mother to child.7 It is very rarely fatal for infected persons 
and is often entirely asymptomatic.7 The real danger of Zika 
virus lies in its connection to birth defects in the children of 
infected pregnant women.7 The emergence of Zika virus has 
been linked to a surge in rates of fetal death and microceph-
aly, a congenital abnormality that results the development of 
a significantly undersized brain and skull.4 The causal link 
between Zika virus and microcephaly was confirmed this 
March, and in the wake of this discovery, pregnant women 
have become the focus of Zika-related panic.22 Zika virus 
has also been connected to some rare incidences of a serious 
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pregnancies.12,13 Currently, researchers believe that a woman 
who has been cleared of Zika virus should be able to con-
ceive with no major risk to her child as there are presently 
no studies suggesting that Zika virus can affect pregnancies 
once the disease is gone.13 A Zika infection is thus unlikely 
to ruin a woman’s chances of a healthy pregnancy in the 
long-term, though more evidence is needed to confirm this. 
Overall, while fears about Zika virus are by no means irratio-
nal, a growing body of research suggests that travelers who 
are not pregnant may be at less risk from the disease than                    
previously thought.

CHANGING SEASONS 

Even if Zika virus truly presents as much of a threat as some     
imagine it does, the virus’ ability to spread may be weak-

ened by the time summer arrives. The population of Aedes 
mosquitos changes seasonally – mosquitos are most abun-
dant between January and May, during Brazil’s rainy summer 
season.14 By June, Brazil’s winter season, mosquito popula-
tions have generally decreased and mosquito-borne disease 
transmission rates have dropped with it.14 As the Olympics 
will take place in August, the changing seasons may lead to 
decreased transmission rates. Furthermore, since March 17, 
2016, the Pan-American Health Organization has reported an 
overall downward trend in Zika cases in the Americas.15 If this 
trend continues, transmission rates will likely be reduced by 
the time of the Olympics.

EXPERTS WEIGH IN 

As the specter of Zika virus looms large, public health 
officials have been asked to comment on the situation 

in Brazil and the safety of the upcoming Olympics. Some 
researchers have expressed concern over the impact the 
unfolding epidemic might have.16 Despite these worries, very 
few have called for an outright cancelation of the Games 
or recommended that fans not attend. In an interview for 
the New York Times, Dr. Bruce Aylward, an assistant direc-
tor general at the WHO, has even said that it is “very, very 
unlikely” that the WHO would advise people not to travel to 
Brazil this summer.16 Furthermore, the U.S. Olympic Com-
mittee has thus far issued no statement suggesting that ath-
letes not compete in this year’s Games, and the Rio Olympics 
Organizing Committee claims that there are no current plans 
to cancel or relocate them.1, 16 While the dangers of infectious 
disease persist and travelers have been advised to take some 
health precautions, most experts seem to agree that the situa-
tion is not severe enough to warrant a cancellation, or even to 
officially advise travelers not to attend.6 Finally, some experts 
on mosquito-borne diseases such as Dr. Scott Halstead have 
predicted that Zika virus will burn itself out within several 
years.23 Once individuals have contracted Zika virus, they 
become immune to it; thus, as the Zika-infected population 
grows, so too does the immune population.23 Without a large 
population of people able to be infected, the virus cannot 
continue to spread. Thus, even after this summer, the rapid 
spread of Zika virus may be halted by a rise in immunity.

References for this article can be found at 
TuftScope.squarespace.com

THE WORLD CUP

This is not the first time that a major sporting event in 
Brazil has raised fears of infectious diseases spreading. 

Dengue fever is another mosquito-borne illness that presents 
a widespread public health issue in Brazil.17 In the year lead-
ing up to the 2014 FIFA World Cup, numerous researchers 
claimed that the spread of Dengue fever could be a serious 
problem for travelers to Brazil.17 A paper published in the 
journal Nature urged travelers to take all possible precautions 
against the disease and predicted a high risk of transmission.18 

Even papers with lower estimates of Dengue threat predicted 
around 30 to 60 new cases of the disease among tourists.17 
After the World Cup, however, data showed that only three 
travelers had actually contracted Dengue fever.17

Even after fears of Dengue transmission had subsided, the 
World Cup became implicated in further public health con-
cerns. As Zika virus has spread, researchers have hypothesized 
that it could have initially reached Brazil via infected travel-
ers visiting for the World Cup back in 2014, further increas-
ing fears of the disease spreading at this year’s Olympics.19 
However, this theory has been widely debunked; It is likely 
that Zika virus was present in Brazil before 2014 and that the 
World Cup did not start its spread.19 Thus, despite extensive 
public health warnings, the 2014 World Cup presented no 
major health risks to attending fans. Although analysis of the 
World Cup certainly cannot lead to definitive predictions of 
potential health outcomes at the 2016 Olympics, the events of 
2014 showcase Brazil’s ability to handle public health threats 
at mass gatherings. 

CONTINUING CONCERNS

This is not to say that Zika virus poses no threat. The dis-
ease has made an enormous impact on people living in 

affected areas, especially on women, and travelers to these 
regions should certainly take health precautions as recom-
mended by medical professionals. However, claims that the 
Olympics should be cancelled because of the virus may be 
overblown. Furthermore, discussions of Zika virus have 
obscured some other issues concerning the upcoming Olym-
pic games. Brazil is currently embroiled in a major fiscal crisis, 
and widespread criticism of the government has lead to calls 
for the current president to be impeached.20, 21 There are also a 
number of humanitarian issues linked to the upcoming Olym-
pics including the displacement of low-income populations 
to make room for tourists and Olympic infrastructural devel-
opments.20 Overall, there remain important conversations to 
be had about the current state of Brazil that are not centered 
around Zika virus. Though Brazil and the 2016 Olympics still 
face some concerns, fear of contracting Zika virus should not 
be the factor that keeps tourists away this summer.  

 


