
 

Coronavirus (COVID-19): Contact Tracing 

Contact tracing is a little like detective work: Trained Healthcare staff interview people 

who have been diagnosed with Covid-19 to figure out who they may have recently 

been in contact with. Then, they go tell those people they may have been exposed, 

and they have to self-isolate themselves to prevent spreading the disease any further 

for a period of 14 days.  

Contact tracing was used during the 2014 Ebola virus outbreak, as well as in the SARS 

outbreak in 2003. It’s also used to combat sexually transmitted infections  and other 

communicable diseases like tuberculosis. And as COVID-19 has gone global, countries 

like South Korea and New Zealand have aggressively used contact tracing in an attempt 

to control outbreaks. 

How does contact tracing work? 

Once someone has been confirmed to be infected with Coronavirus, contact tracers 

will try to track down others who have had recent prolonged exposure to that person 

when they may have been infectious. Typically, exposure means being within 2 meters 

of the person for more than 15 minutes. 

Contact tracers then make an effort to reach out to every one of those contacts, tell 

them that they may have been exposed, and giving them instructions on what to do 

next. That will include telling them about possible symptoms and directing them to 

self-isolate. 

What are the limitations of contact tracing?  

Contact tracing is a laborious process. Interviewing people with the virus and reaching 

out to the potentially dozens of people they have been in contact with takes time. 

Contact tracers might end up trying to find those who sat near an infected individual  

on a bus, for instance, even if the sick person never met them. Contact tracers may 

also have trouble getting in touch with contacts if phone records aren ’t up to date, or 

if an infected person is already too sick to help identify their recent contacts.  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6152989/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6376160/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6376160/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1691540/


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 


