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WHAT IS ISOLATION AND QUARANTINE ?

• Isolation means that after you develop symptoms of Covid-19 

and/or test positive for the SARS-CoV-2 virus, you need to stay 

apart from others so as to not spread the virus to them. This 

includes asymptomatic people who have a positive test.

• Quarantine means that after you have had a high-risk 

exposure to Covid-19 (i.e. close and prolonged (more than 15 

minutes) contact without prevention strategies (e.g. wearing 

of face masks or good ventilation), you need to stop being in 

contact with people and stay apart. This is in case you have 

contracted Covid-19 from your initial exposure.

PROTOCOL

• You should isolate for 10 days after the start of suggestive 
symptoms (unless hospitalised, see below) or testing 
positive, and

• quarantine for 14 days if you are exposed to a high-risk 
situation.

• There is no need for you to test if you are asymptomatic (unless 

you are being screened as a frontline healthcare worker).

• Do not rely on a negative test result to say you are safe, 

especially if you may expose vulnerable people, like the elderly 
or people with chronic medical conditions or cancer.

ADVICE

• Both isolate and quarantine mean stay at home; get someone 
else to shop for you if you can; try to keep away from people 
you live with and avoid all people in case you infect them. Open 
windows and wear a mask when you can’t avoid being in a space 
that others will use.

• quarantine transforms into isolation if you get symptoms. For 
practical purposes, they mean similar practical steps – stay away 
from people as best you can!

QUICK SCENARIOS

It is useful to start thinking of a clock (a calendar or diary is useful) 

– and these possible scenarios that will help guide 99% of your 

decisions:

CASE STUDIES

SCENARIO 1

• Someone with no symptoms goes to a drive-through testing station. The 

result is positive. How long do they have to isolate themselves for ?

Recommendation

• First of all, please stop testing if you do not have symptoms! As explained 

above, it does not help with decision making. But now we have the test, 

10 days from the date of the test.

SCENARIO 2

• A woman tests positive after she starts coughing. She self-isolates for 

10 days, but on the 10th day her husband, who lives with her, also tests 

positive. When can she go back to work ?

Recommendation

• It is likely that she passed the virus to her husband some days before, 

and that she is now recovering. She can go back to work.

• He should isolate and must observe the 10-day isolation from the start of 

his symptoms (or the day of his test if he has had no symptoms).

• The test on him, especially as it probably took a few days to come back, 

adds almost no value here – he could have quarantined for 14 days from 

the last close contact with his wife, if she was isolated from everyone 

except him.

SCENARIO 3

• A family of six, with one elderly person, one diabetic, and two children 

(one aged four, one six), are informed that their domestic worker, with 

whom they had close contact, is ill in hospital and tested positive for 

Covid-19.  The family enters quarantine, but the 6-year-old gets sick and 

gets tested positive. What should the family do?
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Recommendation

• The key question here is, how do you protect vulnerable members of 

the family from a member who is infectious to them? Isolation within 

family units is often difficult, especially with young children who may not 

understand physical distancing.

• It seems the most effective way to deal with this is to either:

• Ideally, quarantine the elderly and diabetic family members (higher-risk persons) 

elsewhere;

• Distance them within the household as much as possible – stay in one room, open 

lots of windows, and wear masks).

• Common spaces such as kitchens and bathrooms should be ventilated 

as much as possible; wait for some time (30 minutes with lots of windows 

open) after an infectious person has used these areas, and wipe surfaces.

• Flush the toilet with the lid down.

• If symptoms develop, watch them closely – any difficulty in breathing 

should trigger a trip to the hospital.

SCENARIO 4

• A couple living with a 2-year-old child all have symptoms and test 

positive over a period of a week. One partner and the child get better, 

but the remaining partner has persistent symptoms. The well partner 

needs assistance with childcare from her elderly parents – when can the 

two parents leave the house safely ?

Recommendation

• The 10-day rule above applies.

• Even the partner with symptoms (as long as improving) could de-isolate 

after this period.

• But be aware that being elderly is high risk (as is diabetes, hypertension, 

obesity and HIV, as well as other chronic conditions), and being as 

careful as practical around the elderly parents seems sensible.

SCENARIO 5

• A domestic worker is involved in looking after an elderly man with 

Covid-19. How long should she quarantine for ?

Recommendation

• 14 days from her last close contact. 

SCENARIO 6

• Someone at work tests positive. When should the employer test 

everyone ?

Recommendation

• Don’t test ANYONE. Assess people’s exposure to the case, and, if 

significant (see above), quarantine them for 14 days. If not, carry on with 

the usual precautions.

• We have found the first cases are often the wake-up call in the workplace 

you need, sadly, for employees and managers to take this seriously (tea 

rooms are notorious for people to relax their guard).

• Use the opportunity this case affords to ensure strong adherence to 

interventions that we know work – physical distancing in the workplace, 

universal masking, proper hand hygiene, regular cleaning of routinely 

used surfaces, and checking for symptoms on a daily basis with 

employees staying home and seeking medical advice, if symptoms 

develop.

SCENARIO 7

• Someone is returning from the overseas, how long should they 

quarantine for ?

Recommendation

• Current SA guidelines forcibly quarantine people for 14 days on return 

from international flights. This was based on when our epidemic was 

largely linked to people infected in other countries. It does not make 

sense now we have such widespread infection.

• Air travel in general appears relatively safe, and it is unclear whether local 

and international travel risks are different (coming from a low-risk area 

may be safer than coming from an area in SA where the pandemic is 

raging). These guidelines need updating – but if you want to be super-

safe, treat the travel as an exposure and quarantine for 14 days. DM/MC

Please note: this is an education information leaflet only and 
should not be used for diagnosis. For more information on 
COVID-19 – Isolation and Quarantine, consult your healthcare 
professional.
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