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COVID-19

Omicron Variant; What You Need to Know

Updated Dec. 20, 2021

Omicron in the United States

CDC is working with state and local public health officials to monitor the spread of Omicron. As of December 20, 2021,
Omicron has been detected in most states and territories and is rapidly increasing the proportion of COVID-19 cases it is
causing.

Omicron Data and Potential Spread

CDC is expecting a surge of COVID-19 cases in the coming days to weeks. Learn more about Omicron variant surveillance
and potential rapid spread.

COVID Data Tracker Omicron Potential Spread

What We Know about Omicron

CDC has been collaborating with global public health and industry partners to learn about Omicron, as we continue to
monitor its course. We don't yet know how easily it spreads, the severity of illness it causes, or how well available vaccines and

medications work against it.

Spread

The Omicron variant likely will spread more easily than the original SARS-CoV-2 virus and how easily Omicron spreads
compared to Delta remains unknown. CDC expects that anyone with Omicron infection can spread the virus to others, even if
they are vaccinated or don't have symptoms.

Severe Illness

More data are needed to know if Omicron infections, and especially reinfections and breakthrough infections in people who
are fully vaccinated, cause more severe illness or death than infection with other variants.

Vaccines

Current vaccines are expected to protect against severe illness, hospitalizations, and deaths due to infection with the Omicron
variant. However, breakthrough infections in people who are fully vaccinated are likely to occur. With other variants, like
Delta, vaccines have remained effective at preventing severe illness, hospitalizations, and death. The recent emergence of
Omicron further emphasizes the importance of vaccination and boosters.

Treatments


https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/science/forecasting/mathematical-modeling-outbreak.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/effectiveness/why-measure-effectiveness/breakthrough-cases.html
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#variant-proportions
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/science/forecasting/mathematical-modeling-outbreak.html
https://www.cdc.gov/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-nCoV/index.html

Scientists are working to determine how well existing treatments for COVID-19 work. Based on the changed genetic make-up
of Omicron, some treatments are likely to remain effective while others may be less effective.

We have the Tools to Fight Omicron

Vaccines

Vaccines remain the best public health measure to protect people from COVID-19, slow transmission, and reduce the
likelihood of new variants emerging.

e COVID-19 vaccines are highly effective at preventing severe illness, hospitalizations, and death.

e Scientists are currently investigating Omicron, including how protected fully vaccinated people will be against infection,
hospitalization, and death.

e CDCrecommends that everyone 5 years and older protect themselves from COVID-19 by getting fully vaccinated.

e CDC recommends that everyone ages 18 years and older should get a booster shot at least two months after their initial
J&J/Janssen vaccine or six months after completing their primary COVID-19 vaccination series of Pfizer-BioNTech or
Moderna.

Masks

Masks offer protection against all variants.

e CDC continues to recommend wearing a mask in public indoor settings in areas of substantial or high community
transmission, regardless of vaccination status.

e CDC provides advice about masks for people who want to learn more about what type of mask is right for them
depending on their circumstances.

Testing

Tests can tell you if you are currently infected with COVID-19.

e Two types of tests are used to test for current infection: nucleic acid amplification tests (NAATs) and antigen tests. NAAT
and antigen tests can only tell you if you have a current infection.

e Individuals can use the COVID-19 Viral Testing Tool to help determine what kind of test to seek.
- Additional tests would be needed to determine if your infection was caused by Omicron.

- Visit your state, tribal, local, or territorial health department’s website to look for the latest local information on
testing.

e Self-tests can be used at home or anywhere, are easy to use, and produce rapid results.

- If your self-test has a positive result, stay home or isolate for 10 days, wear a mask if you have contact with others,
and call your healthcare provider.

- If you have any questions about your self-test result, call your healthcare provider or public health department.

Until we know more about the risk of Omicron, it is important to use all tools available to protect yourself and others.

What CDC is Doing to Learn about Omicron

Virus Characteristics


https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/fully-vaccinated.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/vaccines/booster-shot.html
https://covid.cdc.gov/covid-data-tracker/#county-view
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/about-face-coverings.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/types-of-masks.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/diagnostic-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/lab/naats.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/lab/resources/antigen-tests-guidelines.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/diagnostic-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/publichealthgateway/healthdirectories/healthdepartments.html
https://www.cdc.gov/tribal/tribes-organizations-health/tribal_groups.html
https://www.cdc.gov/publichealthgateway/healthdirectories/healthdepartments.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/testing/self-testing.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/prevent-getting-sick/prevention.html

CDC scientists are working with partners to gather data and virus samples that can be studied to answer important questions
about the Omicron variant. Scientific experiments have already started. CDC will provide updates as soon as possible.

Variant Surveillance

In the United States, CDC uses genomic surveillance to track variants of SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes COVID-19 to more
quickly identify and act upon these findings to best protect the public’s health. CDC established multiple ways to connect and
share genomic sequence data being produced by CDC, public health laboratories, and commercial diagnostic laboratories
within publicly accessible databases maintained by the National Center for Biotechnology Information [4 (NCBI) and

the Global Initiative on Sharing Avian Influenza Data [4 (GISAID). If a variant is circulating at 0.1% frequency, there is a >99%
chance that it will be detected in CDC's national genomic surveillance.

Q Science Brief: Omicron (B.1.1.529) Variant

On November 24, 2021, South Africa reported the identification of a new SARS-CoV-2 variant, B.1.1.529, to the
World Health Organization (WHO). B.1.1.529 was first detected in specimens collected on November 11, 2021
in Botswana and on November 14, 2021 in South Africa.

More on the Omicron (B.1.1.529) Variant

Emergence of Omicron

CDC has been using genomic surveillance throughout the course of the pandemic to track variants of SARS-CoV-2, the virus
that causes COVID-19, and inform public health practice.

e November 24, 2021: A new variant of SARS-CoV-2, B.1.1.529, was reported to the World Health Organization (WHO). This
new variant was first detected in specimens collected on November 11, 2021 in Botswana and on November 14, 2021 in
South Africa.

e November 26, 2021: WHO named the B.1.1.529 Omicron and classified it as a Variant of Concern (VOC).
* November 30, 2021: The United States designated Omicron as a Variant of Concern.

e December 1, 2021: The first confirmed U.S. case of Omicron was identified.
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/variants/genomic-surveillance.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/
https://www.gisaid.org/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/science/science-briefs/scientific-brief-omicron-variant.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/variants/genomic-surveillance.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/your-health/about-covid-19/basics-covid-19.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/variants/variant-classifications.html#anchor_1632154493691

