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IOC consensus statement on acute 

respiratory illness in athletes 



PYEONGCHANG, South Korea — Lari 
Lehtonen, an Olympic cross-country skier 
from Finland, pulled his two sons out of 
kindergarten a month ago. They were not allowed to attend 

birthday parties. They were prohibited from crowded indoor spaces. They could have play 
dates, but only after a call to the friend’s parents.

This may sound like a peculiar style of helicopter parenting, but Lehtonen was not worried 
about his children — he was worried about himself. Specifically, he was worried about 

catching a cold, and he knew that the more time the 
lads spent around other children, the more 
likely they were to become little vectors of 
disease who could wreck his Olympics.
“Most of our friends, they know not to invite our boys if someone in their house is sick,” 
Lehtonen said. “But I call or I text to make sure.”

Cordoning off the children is just one of a few dozen stay-healthy strategies deployed by 
athletes here at the Olympics. A norovirus outbreak — 139 cases and counting as of Saturday 
— has dominated the headlines in the early days of these Winter Games. But the rhinovirus, 
the most ubiquitous cause of the common cold, is the challenger every athlete here has been 

dreading. Unlike actual rivals, this one 
is invisible, omnipresent and 
tireless.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/08/world/asia/norovirus-olympics-korea.html


Olympic vs Paralympic Games

Torvaldsen, Fahger, Derman et al., BJSM, 2025
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VIRAL TRANSMISSION

Heavy exercise

Psychological stress

Sleep disturbances

Nutritional restrictions

Viral epidemics/viral community pressure

Public transportation – bus, train, aircraft

Human crowding

Environmental factors – temperature, 

humidity

Poor room ventilation

Young children 

at home

IMMUNE SYSTEM

Duodecim
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Luoto R et al. Respiratory viral infections – impact on sport and exercise medicine. Exerc Immunol Rev 2022

Oksanen LM: Understanding airborne transmission : experimental and observational studies during covid-19 
pandemic. Univ of Helsinki 2023
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Prolonged exposure in 

shared, poorly 

ventilated spaces 

drives respiratory virus 

transmission more 

than close contact.

The relative contribution of close-proximity contacts, shared classroom exposure and indoor air quality to 

respiratory virus transmission in schools 

Influenza and Other Respiratory Viruses, 2025
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Emerging Infectious Diseases April 2024

Public transportation
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Air travel, 

intercontinental flights



TEAM FINLAND

208 members

103 athletes, 11 diciplines

2 olympic villages and 2 hotels



Valtonen M et al. Br J Sports Med 2019



Risk of a respiratory infection in athletes: 

7x compared to matched controls.

2x compared to team staff members.

Asymptomatic infections were common. In 

athletes nearly all infections were symptomatic.

Several viruses transmitted within the team.

Point-of-care PCR testing proved clinically 

valuable and reliable



2018 Winter Olympics

2019 Nordic Ski Worlds

2021 Nordic Ski Worlds

2022 Winter Olympics

10X



SARS-CoV-2

Influenza

Pneumococcus

RSV

Pertussis

Measles

Update vaccinations in the entire team

Ruuskanen et al. Vaccinations for elite athletes. Vaccines. 2025 
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Figure: Mikko Auvinen, Lotta Oksanen

AIR CONDITIONING

AIR PURIFIER

OPEN WINDOWS

Optimize indoor air quality



N95 respirator and surgical mask protect the 

user and the environment. 

N95 respirator is more effective in both cases. 

Tend to be uncomfortable

Need to be worn correctly to be effective

Need to be removed correctly

Can be reused – let dry for 3 days

N95 respirators are, if correctly and 

consistently worn, 94% - 99% effective, in 

reducing transmission of respiratory diseases 

Surgical mask – less leakage, more protection

Use face masks when traveling and in crowds

Greenhalgh T et al. Clinical Microbiology Reviews 2024
Oksanen LM: Understanding airborne transmission : experimental and observational studies during covid-19 pandemic. Univ of Helsinki 2023



Practical advice during air travel

Have an educational briefing session regarding travel strategy

Use facemask – door-to-door

Choose a window seat wherever possible towards the very front or back of 
the plane and stay there. 

Position your air vent and open it to allow air flow between you and your 
neighbor

If possible travel in business class (use that upgrade)



Use POCT to reach accurate 
diagnosis, shape clinical decision 
making and minimize outbreaks 

Hull et al. Br J Sports Med 2024



Strategies for staying healthy during the 
Olympic and Paralympic Winter Games

To manage antiviral immunity

Balance the training load and recovery

Avoid undernutrition and keep a 
relative energy-balance

Use evidence-based supplements 
(vitamins D and C)

Sleep regularly 8 hours a night 

Utilise professional guidance of proper 
diet

Manipulate gut microbiome (prebiotics, 
probiotics → quality of nutrition)

Update vaccinations in the entire team

To minimise viral transmission

Be aware of high-risk viral seasons

Avoid individuals with common colds

Isolate when suffering from a common cold

Use face masks when traveling and in crowds

Minimise shared housing

Close toilet seat when flushing

Optimize indoor ventilation

Remember careful hand-hygiene

Create a team policy for ARI prevention



26.1.2026



THANK YOU!
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