
 

 

What is Coronavirus (COVID-19)? 

COVID-19 is a new illness that can affect your lungs and airways. It’s caused 
by a virus called coronavirus. (NHS) 

Coronaviruses are a large family of viruses that cause illness, ranging from 
the common cold to more severe diseases such as Middle East respiratory 
syndrome (MERS-CoV) and Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS-
CoV). 

Coronaviruses are zoonotic, meaning they are transmitted between animals 
and people. 

This is not a "new" virus - it is just new to humans, having jumped from one 
species to the other. 

The incubation period of COVID-19 is between 2 to 14 days. This means that 
if a person remains well 14 days after contact with someone with confirmed 
coronavirus, they have not been infected. 

What are the Symptoms of COVID-19?  

The following symptoms may develop in the 14 days after exposure to 
someone who has COVID-19 infection: 

 
Symptoms can range from mild to severe. These infections can cause more 
severe symptoms in people with weakened immune systems, such as older 
people and those with long-term conditions, like diabetes, cancer and chronic 
lung disease. In severe cases, infection can cause pneumonia, severe acute 
respiratory syndrome, kidney failure and even death. The mortality rate is not 
yet known. 



 

 

It is important to remember that having these symptoms does not 
necessarily mean a person has COVID-19, the symptoms are similar to 

other common illnesses, such as cold and flu. 

 
Difference 

Coronaviruses and flu viruses might cause similar symptoms but genetically 
they are very different. 

Professor Neil Ferguson, a disease outbreak scientist at Imperial College 
London - 

"Flu viruses incubate very rapidly - you tend to get symptoms two to three 
days after being infected, but coronaviruses take much longer." 

"With the flu virus you become immune but there are lots of different viruses 
circulating. Coronaviruses don’t evolve in the same way as flu with lots of 
different strains, but equally our body doesn’t generate very good immunity." 

Diagnosis 

The infection can be diagnosed by a test called PCR (Polymerase Chain 
Reaction). 

This test identifies the virus based on its genetic fingerprint. 

Treatment 

There is currently no specific medication for the virus and treatment is 
supportive care, relying on the basis of - keeping the person’s body going, 
including breathing support, until their immune system can fight off the virus. 

There is no vaccine to protect against the virus. Treatments and vaccines are 
in development. 

How COVID-19 is Spread 

From what is known about other coronaviruses, the spread of COVID-19 is 
most likely to happen when there is close contact (within 2 metres or less) with 
an infected person. It is likely that the risk increases the longer someone has 
close contact with an infected person. 

Respiratory secretions produced when an infected person coughs or sneezes 
containing the virus are most likely to be the main means of transmission. 

There are 2 main routes by which people can spread COVID-19: 

• infection can be spread to people who are nearby (within 2 metres) or 
possibly could be inhaled into the lungs 



 

 

• it is also possible that someone may become infected by touching a 
surface, object or the hand of an infected person that has been 
contaminated with respiratory secretions and then touching their own 
mouth, nose, or eyes (such as touching a door knob or shaking hands 
then touching your own face). 

There is currently little evidence that people who are without symptoms are 
infectious to others. 

Preventing the Spread  

Covering the mouth and nose when coughing or sneezing using a tissue, 
sleeve or flexed elbow - not your hands! 

Putting used tissues into the bin straight away. 

Avoid touching your eyes, nose and mouth - as this can transfer the virus into 
your body. 

Avoiding close contact with those who are unwell. 
 

If you are unwell - stay at home, but if you have a fever, cough and difficulty 
breathing, seek medical help early, sharing your previous travel history with 

your healthcare provider. 

Face masks for the general public are not recommended to protect from 
infection, as there is no evidence of benefit from their use outside healthcare 

environments. Employees are not recommended to wear facemasks (also 
known as surgical masks or respirators) to protect against the virus. 

Facemasks are only recommended to be worn by symptomatic individuals 
(advised by a healthcare worker) to reduce the risk of transmitting the infection 

to other people. 

Hand washing regularly with soap and water, especially when you get to work 
or arrive home; after you blow your nose, cough or sneeze and before you eat 
or handle food. You should wash your hands for 20 seconds, using soap and 

water or hand sanitiser. 

Clean and disinfect frequently touched objects and surfaces. 

Check if You Need Medical Help 

NHS 111 has an online coronavirus (COVID-19) advice service that can tell 
you if you need medical help and advise you what to do. 

Use this service if: 

• you think you might have symptoms 

• you've been exposed to the virus when travelling 



 

 

• you've been in close contact with someone with coronavirus. 

 
Use the 111 coronavirus (COVID-19) service 

Do not go to a GP surgery, pharmacy or hospital. Call 111 if you need to 
speak to someone. 

When and How to Self-isolate (Self-quarantine) 

Most people can continue to go to work, school and other public places. 

If there’s a chance you could have COVID-19, or if advised to by the 111 
online coronavirus service or a medical professional - you should try to self-
isolate or quarantine yourself. 

This means you should: 

• stay at home 

• avoid work, school or public places 

• not use public transport or taxis 

• ask friends, family members or delivery services to do errands for you 

• discourage visitors at home - it’s OK for friends, family or delivery 
drivers to drop off food or items needed to the door, without you 
answering it to them. 

You may need to do this for up to 14 days to help reduce the possible spread 
of infection 

How Long the Virus can Survive 

How long any respiratory virus survives will depend on several factors, for 
example: 

• what surface the virus is on 

• whether it is exposed to sunlight 

• differences in temperature and humidity 

• exposure to cleaning products. 

https://111.nhs.uk/covid-19


 

 

Under most circumstances, the amount of infectious virus on any 
contaminated surfaces is likely to have decreased significantly by 72 hours. 

Similar viruses are transferred to and by people’s hands. Therefore, regular 
hand hygiene and cleaning of frequently touched surfaces will help to reduce 
the risk of infection. 

What to do if a member of staff or the public with suspected COVID-19 
has recently been in your workplace 

For contacts of a suspected case in the workplace, no restrictions or special 
control measures are required while laboratory test results for COVID-19 are 
awaited. In particular, there is no need to close the workplace or send other 
staff home at this point. Most possible cases turn out to be negative. 
Therefore, until the outcome of test results is known there is no action that the 
workplace needs to take. 

Closure of the workplace is not recommended. 

The management team of the office or workplace will be contacted by the 
PHE local Health Protection Team to discuss the case, identify people who 
have been in contact with them and advise on any actions or precautions that 
should be taken. 

A risk assessment of each setting will be undertaken by the Health Protection 
Team with the lead responsible person. Advice on the management of staff 
and members of the public will be based on this assessment. 

The Health Protection Team will also be in contact with the case directly to 
advise on isolation and identifying other contacts and will be in touch with any 
contacts of the case to provide them with appropriate advice. 

Advice on cleaning of communal areas such as offices or toilets will be given 
by the Health Protection Team.  

When individuals in the workplace have had contact with a confirmed 
case of COVID-19 

If a confirmed case is identified in your workplace, the local Health Protection 
Team will provide the relevant staff with advice. These staff include: 

• any employee in close face-to-face or touching contact 
• talking with or being coughed on for any length of time while the 

employee was symptomatic 
• anyone who has cleaned up any bodily fluids 
• close friendship groups or workgroups 
• any employee living in the same household as a confirmed case. 

Contacts are not considered cases and if they are well, they are very unlikely 
to have spread the infection to others: 



 

 

• those who have had close contact will be asked to self-isolate at home 
for 14 days from the last time they had contact with the confirmed case 
and follow the home isolation advice sheet 

• they will be actively followed up by the Health Protection Team 
• if they develop new symptoms or their existing symptoms worsen within 

their 14-day observation period they should call NHS 111 for 
reassessment 

• if they become unwell with cough, fever or shortness of breath they will 
be tested for COVID-19 

• if they are unwell at any time within their 14-day observation period and 
they test positive for COVID-19 they will become a confirmed case and 
will be treated for the infection. 

Staff who have not had close contact with the original confirmed case do not 
need to take any precautions and can continue to attend work. 

Certifying Absence from Work 

By law, medical evidence is not required for the first 7 days of sickness. After 
7 days, it is for the employer to determine what evidence they require, if any, 
from the employee. This does not need to be fit note (Med 3 form) issued by a 
GP or other doctor. 

Your employee will be advised to isolate themselves and not to work in 
contact with other people by NHS 111 or PHE if they are a carrier of, or have 
been in contact with, an infectious or contagious disease, such as COVID-19. 

The government strongly suggest that employers use their discretion around 
the need for medical evidence for a period of absence where an employee is 
advised to self-isolate due to suspected COVID-19, in accordance with the 
public health advice being issued by the government. 

The overall phases of the government’s plan to respond to COVID-19 are:  

Contain: detect early cases, follow up close contacts, and prevent the disease 
taking hold in this country for as long as is reasonably possible.  

Delay: slow the spread in this country, if it does take hold, lowering the peak 
impact and pushing it away from the winter season.  

Research: better understand the virus and the actions that will lessen its 
effect on the UK population; innovate responses including diagnostics, drugs 
and vaccines; use the evidence to inform the development of the most 
effective models of care.  

Mitigate: provide the best care possible for people who become ill, support 
hospitals to maintain essential services and ensure ongoing support for 
people ill in the community to minimise the overall impact of the disease on 
society, public services and on the economy. 



 

 

The role the public can play in supporting this response. Everyone can help 
support the UK’s response by:  

• following public health authorities’ advice, for example on hand washing  

• reducing the impact and spread of misinformation by relying on 
information from trusted sources 

• checking and following the latest FCO travel advice when travelling and 
planning to travel  

• ensuring you and your family’s vaccinations are up to date as this will 
help reduce the pressure on the NHS/HSCNI through reducing vaccine-
preventable diseases  

• checking on elderly or vulnerable family, friends and neighbours  

• using NHS 111 (or NHS 24 in Scotland or NHS Direct Wales) (including 
online, where possible), pharmacies and GPs responsibly, and go to the 
hospital only when you really need to  

• being understanding of the pressures the health and social care 
systems may be under, and receptive to changes that may be needed 
to the provision of care to you and your family 

• accepting that the advice for managing COVID-19 for most people will 
be self-isolation at home and simple over the counter medicines  

• checking for new advice as the situation changes. 

The UK Government is advising businesses to build their own resilience by 
reviewing their business continuity plans and following the advice for 
employers available on GOV.UK  

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-to-employers-and-businesses-about-covid-19/guidance-for-employers-and-businesses-on-covid-19

