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The story of 
Covid-19 smell 
and taste loss…



The Covid-19 story of 
anosmia so far…
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Chinese 
reports…



Next stop Iran…



…and then 
Italy…



…and to the 
rest of 
Europe…



Corona has landed in 
Blighty

Menni C, Valdes AM, Freidin MB, Sudre CH, Nguyen LH, Drew DA, Ganesh S, Varsavsky T, 
Cardoso MJ, El-Sayed Moustafa JS, Visconti A, Hysi P, Bowyer RCE, Mangino M, Falchi M, Wolf 
J, Ourselin S, Chan AT, Steves CJ, Spector TD.
Nat Med. 2020 Jul;26(7):1037-1040. doi: 10.1038/s41591-020-0916-2. Epub 2020 May 11.



The Americans have it too…

It’s a man-
made virus…

I’ve been 
to the 

school of 
Covid…



Officially a 
symptom





Anosmia and hyposmia in health-care workers with 
undiagnosed SARS-CoV-2 infection



Timing of symptoms from healthcare 
workers

When did you 
notice the loss 
of smell/taste?

Number (%)

Before other 
symptoms

98 (40)

After other 
symptoms

43 (17)

It is the only 
symptom

106 (43) Before other symptoms

After other symptoms

It is the only symptom



Tong et al 
Systematic 
Review and 
Meta-Analysis 

10 studies were analysed for 
olfactory dysfunction (n = 1,627)

53% (95% CI: 29.64-75.23%) 
prevalence in Covid-19+ve cases

gustatory dysfunction 44% 
prevalence

validated instruments assessment 
of OD = 86.60% prevalence



In those testing positive for Covid, how 
common is smell loss (OD)?

Is loss of sense of smell a diagnostic marker in COVID-19: A systematic review and meta-analysis. 
Rocke J, Hopkins C, Philpott C, Kumar N.
Clin Otolaryngol. 2020 Aug 1:10.1111/coa.13620. doi: 10.1111/coa.13620



If smell loss is present, how likely is it that 
they have Covid-19?



GCCR



GCCR SURVEY



GCCR #2: 4694 subjects



Smell loss scale



Is smell loss 
better than 
other symptoms 
in predicting 
Covid-19?



Other symptoms? (n=142)
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Taste 
disturbances 
in the GCCR 
survey



Contrast 
between 
patient 
symptoms and 
test results



Post-viral 
(infectious) 
olfactory loss 
(dysfunction)



Epidemiology

Probably represents about 11% of all olfactory loss 
but 20-25% in smell & taste clinics

Viral respiratory illness is associated with loss of smell 
that does not return when other symptoms abate

Infection is recalled as “more severe”

Patients often describe preceding URTIs causing 
temporary smell loss

Sometimes there is crossover with CRS/cleft disease



Epidemiology 
(2)

highest 
incidence 

March-May
Women > men

Age 40-70 years

Post-infectious 
patients: 32-

66% recovery 
within 3 years 
after the onset 

of olfactory loss



German –
Austrian –
Swiss Survey



International survey

http://www.biomedcentral.com/
1472-6815/13/8

http://www.biomedcentral.com/1472-6815/13/8


Aetiology



Pathophysiology 

Reduced number of ciliated 
olfactory receptors means at 
the epithelial surface there is a 
lack of dendrites and vesicles

Results in a decrease in the 
area available for odour 
molecule detection.



So how is Covid-19 Smell Loss Different to typical PVOL?

C L A S S I C A L  P V O L  C O V I D O D



Worse smell and taste in Covid -19



Worse smell and taste in Covid-19



Worse smell and taste in Covid-19



Covid 19 is a 
crafty virus…



Neuroinvasive??



Four potential routes of SARS-CoV-2 virus from the nose to the brain through the cribriform plate. 
(A) Olfactory circuits. (B) Nervus terminalis. (C) Cerebrospinal fluid. (D) Vasculature. BS, brainstem; CVOs, 
circumventricular organs; HY, hypothalamus; OB, olfactory bulb; OE, olfactory epithelium.



Architectural 
disturbance?



Time course of olfactory dysfunction 
(DOI: 10.1177/1073858420956905; Butowt and Barthold)



Localised oedema?



Qualitative disturbances

Symptom N (%)

Parosmia 115 (42)

Phantosmia 92 (34)

Chemesthesis 94 (35)

Parosmia Phantosmia

Chemesthesis None



So how many in the UK have smell/taste 
problems due to covid-19?



Smell recovery



Recovery of smell loss
10-17% recover within 3-4 
weeks of onset



But if 10% 
don’t get 
better…



What is the impact on patients?















Fifth sense member survey
The Impact of Olfactory Disorders in the United Kingdom
Carl M. Philpott and Duncan Boak
Chem. Senses 39: 711–718, 2014 doi:10.1093/chemse/bju043



Priority Setting Partnership for Smell & Taste 
Disorders



Summary

Undeniable link with olfactory and possible gustatory loss; 
worse than typical viral infections

Younger and female – more so than typical PVOL

Qualitative disturbances also common

If your colleague can’t smell, send them home!

Local or central effect? – may vary from case to case

Self-limiting? In the majority, but at least 10% have smell 
related long-Covid

What to do? Seek support – Fifth Sense



Any 
questions?


