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Government Guidelines:  
possible or confirmed coronavirus (COVID-19) infection  
 

HELP SHEET 02b 

 
 
Who this guidance is for? 

With the arrival of winter and an increase in the number of cases of coronavirus (COVID-19), it is 
more important than ever that we all take steps to reduce the spread of infection in the community 
to save lives and protect the NHS. 

This guidance is for: 

• people with symptoms that may be caused by COVID-19 including those who are waiting 
for a test 

• people who have received a positive COVID-19 test result (whether or not they have 
symptoms) 

• people who currently live in the same household as someone with COVID-19 symptoms 
or who has received a positive test result 

In this guidance a household means: 

• one person living alone 

• a group of people (who may or may not be related) living at the same address and who 
share cooking facilities, bathrooms or toilets and/or living areas 

• a support bubble 
Follow separate guidance if you do not currently live in the same household as a person who has 
tested positive for COVID-19 but have had close contact with someone who has tested positive. If 
you have arrived in the UK from overseas you may also need to self-isolate 
 
Symptoms 

The most important symptoms of COVID-19 are recent onset of any of the following: 

• a new continuous cough 

• a high temperature 

• a loss of, or change in, your normal sense of taste or smell (anosmia) 

For most people, COVID-19 will be a mild illness. However, if you have any of the symptoms above, 
stay at home and arrange to have a test. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#symptoms
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/making-a-support-bubble-with-another-household
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-for-contacts-of-people-with-possible-or-confirmed-coronavirus-covid-19-infection-who-do-not-live-with-the-person
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-how-to-self-isolate-when-you-travel-to-the-uk/coronavirus-covid-19-how-to-self-isolate-when-you-travel-to-the-uk
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing/get-a-test-to-check-if-you-have-coronavirus/
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Main messages 
 
If you have COVID-19 symptoms or have received a positive test result 
Stay at home and begin to self-isolate for 10 days from when your symptoms start. Arrange to have 
a test for COVID-19 if you have not already had one. The result of the test will determine how long 
you must stay at home and self-isolate. 

Stay at home while you are waiting for a home test kit or a test site appointment. 

A positive test result means you must complete a 10-day isolation period. 

If your test is negative, you can stop self-isolating as long as you are well. 

If you do not have symptoms but have tested positive for COVID-19, stay at home and self-isolate for 
10 days from the day the test was taken. If you develop symptoms after your test, restart your 10-
day isolation period from the day the symptoms start. 

Stay as far away from other members of your household as possible, especially if they are clinically 
extremely vulnerable. Avoid using shared spaces such as kitchens and other living areas while others 
are present and take your meals back to your room to eat. 
You could be fined if you do not stay at home and self-isolate following a positive test result for 
COVID-19 and you are notified by NHS Test and Trace that you need to self-isolate. 
 
If you live in the same household as someone with COVID-19 
Stay at home for 14 days. The 14-day period starts from the day the first person in your house 
developed symptoms or, if they do not have symptoms, from the day their test was taken. 

If you do not have symptoms of COVID-19 yourself you do not need a test. Only arrange a test if you 
develop COVID-19 symptoms. 

If you develop symptoms and your test result is positive, follow the same advice for people with 
COVID-19 to stay at home and self-isolate for 10 days from when your symptoms started, regardless 
of where you are in your 14-day period. 

You could be fined if you are identified as a contact of someone with COVID-19 and you are notified 
by NHS Test and Trace that you need to self-isolate and do not to stay at home and self-isolate. 
 
Reduce the spread of COVID-19 in your household 

Everyone in your household should take the following steps to reduce the risk of catching COVID-19 
or passing it on to others. 

Wash your hands regularly for at least 20 seconds with soap and water or use hand sanitiser. Cover 
your mouth and nose with a disposable tissue when you cough or sneeze, bin it promptly and wash 
your hands. If you don’t have a tissue, cough or sneeze into the crook of your elbow. Avoid touching 
your face.Regularly clean frequently touched surfaces and shared areas such as kitchens and 
bathrooms and keep indoor areas well-ventilated by opening windows where possible. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#symptoms
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing/get-a-test-to-check-if-you-have-coronavirus/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#fined
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#symptoms
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#fined
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If you have symptoms of COVID-19 or a positive test result, use a face covering when spending time 
in shared areas inside your home. 
 
Look after your health and wellbeing 

Remember to take care of your mind as well as your body and get support if you need it. Think about 
the things you can do during your time at home and stay in touch with family and friends over the 
phone, or by text, email or social media. 

Exercise in your home, garden or private outdoor space if you feel well enough. 

There are many sources of support and information, including guidance on the mental health and 
wellbeing aspects of COVID-19 and guidance on supporting children and young people. 
 
If your condition gets worse or in a medical emergency 
Health and care services remain open to help people with all health conditions, including COVID-19. 
Most people with COVID-19 will experience a mild illness which can be managed at home. More 
information about managing the symptoms at home is available. 
If you or anyone in your household feel like you cannot cope with the symptoms at home, or your 
condition gets worse, use the NHS 111 online COVID-19 service. If you do not have internet access, 
call NHS 111. 

For a medical emergency dial 999. 

How COVID-19 is spread 

COVID-19 spreads from person to person through small droplets, aerosols and through direct 
contact. Surfaces and belongings can also be contaminated with COVID-19 when people with the 
infection cough or sneeze or touch them. The risk of spread is greatest when people are close to 
each other, especially in poorly ventilated indoor spaces and when people spend a lot of time 
together in the same room. 

Social distancing, washing your hands and good respiratory hygiene (using and disposing of tissues), 
cleaning surfaces and keeping indoor spaces well ventilated are the most important ways to reduce 
the spread of COVID-19. 

People who have COVID-19 can infect others up to 2 days before symptoms start, and for up to 10 
days after. They can pass the infection to others, even if they have mild symptoms or no symptoms 
at all, which is why they must stay at home. 

People who live in the same household as someone with COVID-19 are at higher risk of developing 
COVID-19 in the next 14 days. They could spread the disease to others even when feeling well, which 
is why they must stay at home. 

 

 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#symptoms
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-public-on-mental-health-and-wellbeing/guidance-for-the-public-on-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-aspects-of-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-the-public-on-mental-health-and-wellbeing/guidance-for-the-public-on-the-mental-health-and-wellbeing-aspects-of-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-on-supporting-children-and-young-peoples-mental-health-and-wellbeing
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/self-isolation-and-treatment/how-to-treat-symptoms-at-home/
https://111.nhs.uk/covid-19


 
 

©CATS  3rd November  2020 Page 4 of 8 Government Guidelines Stay at home 
suspected COVID-19 cases 

 
 

If you have COVID-19 symptoms or have received a positive test result 

It is very important that people with COVID-19 symptoms or a positive test result stay at home and 
avoid contact with other household members as much as possible. 

It may be difficult for some people to separate themselves from others in their household. Not all 
these measures will be possible if you are living with children or have caring responsibilities, but 
follow this guidance to the best of your ability in these circumstances. 

Stay at home and arrange a COVID-19 test 

If you have symptoms of COVID-19 stay at home and start to self-isolate for 10 days from when your 
symptoms start and arrange to have a COVID-19 test. 
Stay at home while you are waiting for a home test kit or a test site appointment. You may need to 
leave your house to visit a COVID-19 test site or in certain circumstances, but do not leave your 
home for any other reason, and only exercise within your home, garden or private outdoor space. 
Avoid contact with other household members as much as possible. This helps prevent the spread of 
the virus to family, friends and the wider community, particularly those who are clinically extremely 
vulnerable. 

If you do not have symptoms but have tested positive for COVID-19, stay at home for 10 days from 
the day the test was taken. This is because you can still pass the infection to others. If you do 
develop symptoms after your test, restart the 10-day period from the day your symptoms develop. 

Follow the general advice to reduce the spread of the infection within your household. 
 
If you have a positive COVID-19 test result 
If your test result is positive, you must continue to self-isolate for 10 days from when 
your symptoms started, or when your test was taken. Anyone who is notified that they have tested 
positive for COVID-19 and advised to self-isolate has a legal duty to self-isolate. Failure to comply 
may result in a fine, starting from £1,000. 
You will receive a request by text, email or phone to log into the NHS Test and Trace service website 
and provide information about recent close contacts. This information will be used to give public 
health advice to your contacts, but they will not be told your identity. 

It is very important that you provide this information, as it will play a vital role in helping to protect 
your family, friends and the wider community. It is now an offence to knowingly provide false 
information about your close contacts to NHS Test and Trace and failure to comply with these 
requirements may result in a fine. 

If you have a negative COVID-19 test result 

A negative result means the test did not find COVID-19 at the time the test was taken. 

If you have a negative test result, you can stop isolating as long as: 

• you are well 

• no-one else in your household has symptoms 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#symptoms
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing/get-a-test-to-check-if-you-have-coronavirus/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/1045/made
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#reduce
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#symptoms
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing/get-a-test-to-check-if-you-have-coronavirus/
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• if anyone else in your household has symptoms they have also received a negative test 
result 

• you have not been advised to self-isolate by NHS Test and Trace 
• you have not arrived into the UK from a non-exempt country within the last 14 days 

Anyone in your household who is isolating because of your symptoms can also stop isolating. 

If your test result is negative but you still have symptoms, you may have another virus such as a cold 
or flu. You should stay at home until you feel well. Seek medical attention if you are concerned 
about your symptoms. 

How to limit close contact with others in the household 

Spend as little time as possible in shared spaces such as kitchens, bathrooms and sitting areas. Avoid 
using shared spaces such as kitchens and other living areas while others are present and take your 
meals back to your room to eat. 

Use a separate bathroom from the rest of the household where possible. If a separate bathroom is 
not available, try and use the facilities last, before cleaning the bathroom using your usual cleaning 
products. The bathroom should be cleaned regularly. 

You should use separate towels from other household members, both for drying yourself after 
bathing or showering and for drying your hands. Keep your room well-ventilated by opening a 
window to the outside. 

You can find more advice on reducing the risks from COVID-19 in your home at GermDefence. 
 
Returning to your normal routine 

You can return to your normal routine and stop self-isolating after 10 days if your symptoms have 
gone or if you continue to have just a cough or anosmia. This is because a cough or anosmia can last 
for several weeks once the infection has gone. 

If you still have a high temperature after 10 days, stay at home and seek medical advice. 

If you live with someone with COVID-19 symptoms or a positive test result 

Stay at home 

Stay at home for 14 days. This is because you may have been exposed to the virus and could pass it 
on to others, even if you don’t have symptoms. Do not leave your home unless in certain 
circumstances, and only exercise within your home, garden or private outdoor space. 

Your 14-day isolation period starts from the day when the first person in your household developed 
symptoms. If you are isolating because someone in your house has had a positive test result but 
does not have symptoms, your 14-day period starts from the day their test was taken. 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing/get-a-test-to-check-if-you-have-coronavirus/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-how-to-self-isolate-when-you-travel-to-the-uk/coronavirus-covid-19-how-to-self-isolate-when-you-travel-to-the-uk
https://www.germdefence.org/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/1045/made
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/uksi/2020/1045/made
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If for any reason you have a negative test result during your 14-day isolation period, this does not 
mean you can stop isolating. Even if you don’t have symptoms, you could still pass the infection on 
to others. Stay at home for the full 14 days to avoid putting others at risk. 

If you are identified as a contact and told to self-isolate by NHS Test and Trace, you have a legal duty 
to self-isolate. Failure to comply may result in a fine, starting from £1,000. Parents or guardians are 
legally responsible for ensuring that anyone under 18 self-isolates if they test positive for COVID-19 
and are contacted by NHS Test and Trace and told to self-isolate. 

Those who are clinically extremely vulnerable should be supported to minimise their contact with 
other people in the household during this period, regardless of whether others have symptoms or 
not. 
 
If you go on to develop COVID-19 symptoms 
If you develop symptoms of COVID-19 during the 14-day isolation period, arrange to have a COVID-
19 test. 

If your test result is positive, follow the advice for people with COVID-19. Stay at home for 10 days 
from the day that your symptoms started, regardless of where you are in your 14-day period. 

If your test result is negative, you are still at risk of developing COVID-19 and should continue to stay 
at home for the full 14-day period. You could spread the infection to others during this time even if 
you do not have any symptoms. 

Returning to your normal routine 

If you remain well, you can return to your normal routine at the end of the 14-day period. You do 
not need to isolate for longer than 14 days, even if other household members develop symptoms 
during this period. However, the person with new symptoms should now self-isolate for 10 days. 
People in the household who remain well after 14 days are unlikely to be infectious. 

Visitors to the household 

Do not invite or allow social visitors to enter your home, including friends and family. If you want to 
speak to someone who is not a member of your household, use the phone, email or social media. 

If you or a family member receive essential care in your home, carers should continue to visit and 
follow the provision of home care guidance to reduce the risk of infection. 

All non-essential in-house services and repairs should be postponed until the self-isolation period is 
completed. 

After the isolation period has ended 

If you have tested positive for COVID-19, you will probably have developed some immunity to the 
disease. However, it cannot be guaranteed that everyone will develop immunity, or how long it will 
last. It is possible for tests to detect residual virus for some time after COVID-19 infection. Anyone 
who has previously received a positive test result for COVID-19 should only be re-tested within a 90-
day period if they develop any new symptoms of COVID-19. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance/stay-at-home-guidance-for-households-with-possible-coronavirus-covid-19-infection#symptoms
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing/get-a-test-to-check-if-you-have-coronavirus/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing/get-a-test-to-check-if-you-have-coronavirus/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/coronavirus-covid-19-providing-home-care/coronavirus-covid-19-provision-of-home-care
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When you stop self-isolating, it’s important to continue to wash your hands regularly, wear face 
coverings in enclosed public places, and maintain distance from people outside your household. 

If someone else in your household becomes unwell 

If anyone in your household develops COVID-19 symptoms after their isolation period has ended, 
they should arrange to have a test and everyone in the household should follow the steps in this 
guidance again, even if they have had a positive COVID-19 test in the past. 
 
If you develop COVID-19 symptoms again 

If you develop COVID-19 symptoms at any point after ending your first period of isolation you and 
your household should follow the steps in this guidance again. 

If you develop COVID-19 symptoms and had a positive test more than 14 days ago, you 
should arrange to have a new COVID-19 test. Stay at home while waiting for the test results. 

If you had a positive COVID-19 test in the last 14 days, you do not need to have another test. You will 
still need to self-isolate for another 10 days after your symptoms start. 

Reducing the spread of COVID-19 in your household 

Everyone should take the following steps to reduce the spread of infection within their household. 

Wash your hands 

This is one of the most effective ways to reduce the risk of catching COVID-19 or passing it on to 
others. Wash your hands with soap and water for 20 seconds or using hand sanitiser, particularly 
after coughing, sneezing and blowing your nose and before you eat or handle food. Clean your hands 
frequently and avoid touching your face. 

Cover coughs and sneezes 

Cover your mouth and nose with disposable tissues when you cough or sneeze. If you do not have a 
tissue, cough or sneeze into the crook of your elbow, not into your hand. 

Dispose of tissues into a rubbish bag and immediately wash your hands. If you have a carer, they 
should use disposable tissues to wipe away any mucus or phlegm after you have sneezed or coughed 
and then wash or sanitise their hands. 

Cleaning your home to reduce spread of infection 

Regularly clean frequently touched surfaces, such as door handles and remote controls, and shared 
areas such as kitchens and bathrooms. This is particularly important if you have a clinically extremely 
vulnerable person in the house. 

Use standard household cleaning products like detergents and bleach to clean your home as these 
are very effective at getting rid of the virus on surfaces. Clean shared bathrooms each time they are 
used, especially the surfaces you have touched, using your usual bathroom cleaning products. 

https://www.nhs.uk/ask-for-a-coronavirus-test
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/testing-and-tracing/get-a-test-to-check-if-you-have-coronavirus/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/covid-19-guidance-for-young-people-on-shielding-and-protecting-people-most-likely-to-become-unwell-if-they-catch-coronavirus
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-on-shielding-and-protecting-extremely-vulnerable-persons-from-covid-19/covid-19-guidance-for-young-people-on-shielding-and-protecting-people-most-likely-to-become-unwell-if-they-catch-coronavirus
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Cleaning cloths and personal waste such as used tissues and disposable face coverings should be 
stored in disposable rubbish bags. These bags should be placed into another bag, tied securely and 
put aside for at least 72 hours before being put in your usual external household waste bin. Other 
household waste can be disposed of as normal. 

Use a dishwasher to clean and dry your crockery and cutlery. If this is not possible, wash them by 
hand using washing up liquid and warm water and dry thoroughly using a separate tea towel. 

 


