
CLOSE CONTACTS
What does ‘recent close contact’  
actually mean?
If you have been close to someone who tests 
positive for COVID-19, during the time they 
were infectious, there is an increased risk you 
may have been exposed to the virus. Due to 
the length of the incubation period, contacts 
who meet both of the criteria below may be 
asked to self-isolate for 10 full days (counted 
from the day after last contact with the positive 
case) to reduce the risk of inadvertently 
passing on the virus whilst asymptomatic.

‘Recent’
People are considered infectious from the 2 
days before COVID-19 symptoms develop and 
for 10 days after symptoms develop (measured 
in calendar days).  

If your close contact occurred at any point 
during this period, then you will need to  
self-isolate.*

But if contact was outside that period (eg a 
week before their symptoms began) you do  
not need to self-isolate.

* You are no longer required to self-isolate as a close 
contact if any of the following apply: 

you are fully vaccinated you are below the age of  
18 years 6 months

you have taken part in 
or are currently part of 
an approved COVID-19 
vaccine trial

you are not able to get  
vaccinated for medical 
reasons

‘Fully vaccinated’ means that you have been vaccinated with 
an MHRA-approved COVID-19 vaccine in the UK, and at least 
14 days have passed since you received your final dose (ie 
your second dose of a two-dose vaccine).

‘Close’ contact
Whether a contact is ‘close’ for contact tracing 
and self-isolation purpose depends on the 
type of interaction, the distance between the 
two individuals, and the duration: the nearer 
you are to someone who is infectious and 
the longer you spend in close proximity to 
them, the higher your level of risk. That is 
why social distancing is such an important 
measure for reducing transmission. Contact 
indoors (especially in poorly ventilated 
spaces) presents a greater risk than outdoor 
contact. And while face coverings help to 
reduce transmission risks, wearing one has 
no impact on whether a contact is ‘close’. 
The only exception to standard distance and 
time thresholds is where interaction occurs 
through a Perspex screen: when that does 
apply, remember to pause the contact tracing 
function in the NHS COVID-19 app temporarily.

Close contact 
1m, ‘face-to-face’: any 
duration IF it involves 
Having a conversation
Skin-to-skin physical 
contact
Being coughed on
Contact with bodily 
fluids 

< 1m but without  
face-to-face contact:  
for 1 min or longer

Between 1m and 2m:  
for 15 mins or longer 
over the course of a 
calendar day

ie the 15 mins test 
applies to cumulative 
exposure, not just to 
individual events 

Travelling in a small vehicle  
(usually 5 seats or less): any duration 

For larger vehicles or other forms of transport, apply the 

distance rules (1m and 2m) and time thresholds above.

Not close contact

> 2m distance

Walking past 
someone, eg 
in a corridor, 
providing you 
don’t stop for a 
conversation*

* that would turn 
this into a face 
to-face contact

Using the same communal space or shared 
surface, but at different times. 
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