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The accurate assessment of disease burden during an active outbreak is critical for effective public health 

response and resource allocation. For Ebola, a highly virulent disease, underreporting can severely impede 

containment efforts and exacerbate mortality. A recent statement from an Africa CDC official suggests that 

current reported case numbers in ongoing Ebola outbreaks may be a substantial underestimate of the true disease 

prevalence.1

K E Y  TA K E AWAY S

º The Pivot: Reported Ebola cases are considered the "tip of the iceberg," implying a much larger, 

unconfirmed disease burden.

º The Data: The specific ratio of reported to actual cases was not quantified in the available information.

º The Action: Clinicians and public health officials should maintain a high index of suspicion for Ebola, even 

in areas with low reported case numbers, and advocate for enhanced surveillance.

During an active Ebola outbreak, an Africa CDC official, positioned at the epicentre of the epidemic, stated that the 

reported cases represent only the "tip of the iceberg."1 This assessment indicates that the number of confirmed cases 

does not reflect the full extent of the outbreak.1 The official's statement implies a significant underestimation of the true 

disease burden within the affected population.1

Implications of Underreporting
The characterisation of reported cases as merely the "tip of the iceberg" suggests that a substantial number of Ebola 

infections are likely going undetected or unreported.1 This could be due to various factors, including limitations in 

surveillance capacity, challenges in accessing affected communities, or reluctance among individuals to seek formal 

healthcare due to stigma or fear.1 An incomplete understanding of the true case count can lead to misallocation of 

resources, inadequate public health interventions, and a prolonged outbreak duration.1 Accurate epidemiological data is 

fundamental for implementing targeted control measures, such as contact tracing, isolation, and vaccination campaigns.1 

Without a comprehensive picture of the epidemic's scale, these interventions may be insufficient to contain the spread of 

the virus effectively.1 The Africa CDC official's observation underscores the need for intensified efforts in case detection, 

community engagement, and data collection to gain a more accurate understanding of the Ebola outbreak's true scope.1

CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS
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The assertion that reported Ebola cases are merely the "tip of the iceberg" should prompt a re-evaluation of 

current surveillance strategies. For clinicians on the ground, this means maintaining an exceptionally high 

index of suspicion, particularly in regions adjacent to known outbreak zones, even if official case counts 

appear low. Reliance solely on reported numbers risks underestimating community transmission and delaying 

critical interventions. It is imperative that healthcare providers are equipped with the training and resources to 

identify atypical presentations and to ensure robust infection prevention and control measures are in place, 

as undetected cases pose a significant risk of nosocomial transmission.

From an industry perspective, this highlights the ongoing need for rapid, accessible diagnostic tools that 

can be deployed in resource-limited settings. The current diagnostic landscape, while effective for confirmed 

cases, may not be sufficiently agile to capture the hidden burden of disease implied by the Africa CDC 

official's statement. Pharmaceutical companies and diagnostic developers should focus on innovations that 

facilitate widespread, early detection, which is crucial when a significant portion of cases remains uncounted. 

Furthermore, the efficacy of any vaccine or therapeutic intervention is inherently linked to the ability to identify 

and treat all infected individuals, not just those who present to formal healthcare facilities.

For patients and communities, the "tip of the iceberg" scenario underscores the profound public health 

challenge. It suggests that many individuals may be experiencing Ebola symptoms without access to diagnosis 

or care, leading to preventable morbidity and mortality. Public health campaigns must address potential 

barriers to reporting, such as fear of isolation or stigma, and build trust within communities to encourage early 

presentation. Without this, the true scale of an outbreak will remain obscured, and the cycle of transmission 

will continue unchecked, placing an undue burden on already vulnerable populations.
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