COVID-19

Quarantine for Employees: Answers to Frequently Asked Questions

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recently revised its COVID-19 quarantine guidance to allow
for a period shorter than 14 days. This FAQ explains how the recommendations may be applied in the workplace.

Q:

What is a COVID-19 quarantine?

A:

Quarantine is used to keep an employee who
has been in close contact with someone with
COVID-19 at home until it is safe for them to return
to the workplace. They can continue to work
remotely, as feasible. Close contact is defined as
being within 6 feet of an infected person for a
cumulative total of at least 15 minutes over a
24-hour period, starting from two days before
illness onset, or for asymptomatic individuals, two
days prior to collection of a positive test specimen.
It also applies to touching, sharing utensils or cups
with, or being sneezed or coughed on by an infected
person. Refer to CDC definitions to learn more.

Q:

What is the recommended quarantine period?

A:

Employees who have been in close contact with
an infected person are advised to stay home for
14 days while monitoring for symptoms, including
fever, cough, shortness of breath and fatigue.
Under newly revised CDC guidance, with the
approval of local public health authorities, the 14day period may be reduced to 10 or seven days,
depending on the circumstances. While endorsing
quarantine for 14 days, the CDC also recognizes

that “any quarantine shorter than 14 days balances
reduced burden against a small possibility of
spreading the virus.”
Q:

What are the specific requirements that apply to
the 10-day and seven-day quarantine periods?

A:

Quarantine can end after 10 days without testing
and if no symptoms have been reported during
daily monitoring. With this strategy, residual postquarantine transmission risk is estimated to be
about 1 percent, with an upper limit of about 10
percent. Quarantine can end after day seven if
a diagnostic specimen tests negative and no
symptoms were reported during daily monitoring.
The test must occur on the fifth day of quarantine
or later. A specimen may be tested within 48
hours before the time of planned quarantine
discontinuation (e.g., in anticipation of testing
delays), but quarantine cannot be discontinued
before the seventh day. With this strategy, the
residual post-quarantine transmission risk is
estimated to be about 5 percent, with an upper
limit of about 12 percent. In both cases, additional
criteria (e.g., continued symptom monitoring, social
distancing and wearing a mask through day 14)
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day quarantine period because that is the more
conservative approach. If you’re able to institute
best practices with personal protective equipment
and administrative controls, then we recommend a
transition to the shorter quarantine period.

must be met. To learn more, refer to Options to
Reduce Quarantine for Contacts of Persons with
SARS-CoV-2 Infection Using Symptom Monitoring
and Diagnostic Testing.
Q: Will shortening the quarantine period negatively
impact employers and potentially increase the
spread of COVID-19 in the workplace?
A:

Based on retrospective data that shows who
was infectious when, and appropriately adjusting
quarantine periods to reduce risk of workplace
transmission, we believe this will not have a
deleterious effect in terms of protecting workers in
most cases. WorkCare has already implemented
the shorter period with some employers. Based
on recent studies, we know that the likelihood of
infection after 10 days is low enough to warrant
a reduction in quarantine time, and that it can be
shortened even further when a testing strategy
is implemented. We’re trying to maximize the
productivity of the workforce across the board
in the U.S., get the economy into good shape
and mitigate risk for transmission. We know that
work absence during the quarantine of healthy
employees affects productivity, morale and the
ability of companies to weather the pandemic from
a business standpoint.

Q:

When do you recommend employers transition
to the seven-to-10-day quarantine as opposed to
keeping with the 14-day quarantine period to be
on the safe side?

A

It depends on the circumstances. We recommend
transitioning to the shorter quarantine period
because we want to make sure we’re not
inappropriately increasing absenteeism. We are
promoting the diagnostic testing methodology
because it adds an additional layer of assurance
that the individual who is returning from their
quarantine is not infected.
At the same time, if you have a workplace that
does not permit your workers to adhere to safe
practices – social distancing or even wearing
masks – you should consider following the 14-
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Q:

Should employees who have recovered from
COVID-19 begin a quarantine period after they
have had close contact with an active case?

A:

Individuals do not have to quarantine if they have
had a laboratory-confirmed case of COVID-19
in the last three months. Any employee who
had a positive test for COVID-19 more than 90
days ago or who did not receive testing for a
suspected case of COVID-like illness may still
follow the PCR testing-based protocol (test at five
days and release on day seven if negative and
asymptomatic, with ongoing symptom tracking)
for early release from quarantine if it is available in
their region and at their company.

Q:

What period of time is recommended for
self-isolation if an employee develops COVID-19
during quarantine?

A:

Isolation and other precautions should be
practiced for 10 days after symptom onset or
testing positive for COVID-19, whichever comes
first. Patients with symptoms lasting longer t
han 10 days may end isolation after at least 24
hours have passed without fever and the use of
fever-reducing medication. Severe illness may
require a longer isolation period, which can be
determined by a physician consult. We do not
recommend a test-based strategy for return to
work (requiring a negative test before returning
to work after a positive test for COVID-19).

Q:

What are the origins of the recommendation
for a 14-day quarantine?

A:

The CDC’s recommendation for a 14-day
quarantine period is based on estimates of the
upper bounds of the COVID-19 incubation period
between exposure to COVID-19 and the initial
appearance of symptoms.

