
 

Coronavirus Disease 2019 Basics 

 

What is a novel coronavirus? 
A novel coronavirus is a new coronavirus that has not been previously identified. The virus causing coronavirus disease 
2019 (COVID-19), is not the same as the coronaviruses that commonly circulate among humans and cause mild illness, 
like the common cold.  A diagnosis with coronavirus 229E, NL63, OC43, or HKU1 is not the same as a COVID-19 diagnosis. 
Patients with COVID-19 will be evaluated and cared for differently than patients with common coronavirus diagnosis. 
 

Why is the disease being called coronavirus disease 2019, COVID-19? 
On February 11, 2020 the World Health Organization announced an official name for the disease that is causing the 2019 
novel coronavirus outbreak, first identified in Wuhan China. The new name of this disease is coronavirus disease 2019, 
abbreviated as COVID-19. In COVID-19, ‘CO’ stands for ‘corona,’ ‘VI’ for ‘virus,’ and ‘D’ for disease. Formerly, this disease 
was referred to as “2019 novel coronavirus” or “2019-nCoV”.  There are many types of human coronaviruses including 
some that commonly cause mild upper-respiratory tract illnesses. COVID-19 is a new disease, caused be a novel (or new) 
coronavirus that has not previously been seen in humans. The name of this disease was selected following the World 
Health Organization (WHO) for naming of new human infectious diseases. 
 

Why might someone blame or avoid individuals and groups (create stigma) because of COVID-19? 
People in the U.S. may be worried or anxious about friends and relatives who are living in or visiting areas where COVID-
19 is spreading. Some people are worried about the disease. Fear and anxiety can lead to social stigma, for example, 
towards Chinese or other Asian Americans or people who were in quarantine.  Stigma is discrimination against an 
identifiable group of people, a place, or a nation. Stigma is associated with a lack of knowledge about how COVID-19 
spreads, a need to blame someone, fears about disease and death, and gossip that spreads rumors and myths.  Stigma 
hurts everyone by creating more fear or anger towards ordinary people instead of the disease that is causing the 
problem. 
 

How can people help stop stigma related to COVID-19? 
People can fight stigma and help, not hurt, others by providing social support. Counter stigma by learning and sharing 
facts. Communicating the facts that viruses do not target specific racial or ethnic groups and how COVID-19 actually 
spreads can help stop stigma. 
 

How It Spreads  
What is the source of the virus? 
Coronaviruses are a large family of viruses. Some cause illness in people, and others, such as canine and feline 
coronaviruses, only infect animals. Rarely, animal coronaviruses that infect animals have emerged to infect people and 
can spread between people. This is suspected to have occurred for the virus that causes COVID-19. Middle East 
Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) and Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) are two other examples of coronaviruses 
that originated from animals and then spread to people. More information about the source and spread of COVID-19 is 
available on the Situation Summary: Source and Spread of the Virus. 
 

How does the virus spread? 
This virus was first detected in Wuhan City, Hubei Province, China. The first infections were linked to a live animal 
market, but the virus is now spreading from person-to-person. It’s important to note that person-to-person spread can 
happen on a continuum. Some viruses are highly contagious (like measles), while other viruses are less so. 
The virus that causes COVID-19 seems to be spreading easily and sustainably in the community (“community spread”) 
in some affected geographic areas. Community spread means people have been infected with the virus in an area, 
including some who are not sure how or where they became infected. 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/cases-updates/summary.html


 
Can someone who has had COVID-19 spread the illness to others? 
The virus that causes COVID-19 is spreading from person-to-person. Someone who is actively sick with COVID-19 can 
spread the illness to others. That is why CDC recommends that these patients be isolated either in the hospital or at 
home (depending on how sick they are) until they are better and no longer pose a risk of infecting others.  How long 
someone is actively sick can vary so the decision on when to release someone from isolation is made on a case-by-case 
basis in consultation with doctors, infection prevention and control experts, and public health officials and involves 
considering specifics of each situation including disease severity, illness signs and symptoms, and results of laboratory 
testing for that patient. 
 
Current CDC guidance for when it is OK to release someone from isolation is made on a case by case basis and includes 
meeting all of the following requirements: 
• The patient is free from fever without the use of fever-reducing medications. 
• The patient is no longer showing symptoms, including cough. 
• The patient has tested negative  at least two consecutive respiratory specimens collected at least 24 hours apart. 

Someone who has been released from isolation is not considered to pose a risk of infection to others. 
 

Can someone who has been quarantined for COVID-19 spread the illness to others? 
Quarantine means separating a person or group of people who have been exposed to a contagious disease but have not 
developed illness (symptoms) from others who have not been exposed, in order to prevent the possible spread of that 
disease. Quarantine is usually established for the incubation period of the communicable disease, which is the span of 
time during which people have developed illness after exposure. For COVID-19, the period of quarantine is 14 days from 
the last date of exposure, because 14 days is the longest incubation period seen for similar coronaviruses. Someone who 
has been released from COVID-19 quarantine is not considered a risk for spreading the virus to others because they have 
not developed illness during the incubation period. 
 

Can the virus that causes COVID-19 be spread through food, including refrigerated or frozen food? 
Coronaviruses are generally thought to be spread from person-to-person through respiratory droplets. Currently there is 
no evidence to support transmission of COVID-19 associated with food. Before preparing or eating food it is important 
to always wash your hands with soap and water for 20 seconds for general food safety. Throughout the day wash your 
hands after blowing your nose, coughing or sneezing, or going to the bathroom.  It may be possible that a person can get 
COVID-19 by touching a surface or object that has the virus on it and then touching their own mouth, nose, or possibly 
their eyes, but this is not thought to be the main way the virus spreads.  In general, because of poor survivability of 
these coronaviruses on surfaces, there is likely very low risk of spread from food products or packaging that are shipped 
over a period of days or weeks at ambient, refrigerated, or frozen temperatures. 
 

Will warm weather stop the outbreak of COVID-19? 
It is not yet known whether weather and temperature impact the spread of COVID-19. Some other viruses, like the 
common cold and flu, spread more during cold weather months but that does not mean it is impossible to become sick 
with these viruses during other months.  At this time, it is not known whether the spread of COVID-19 will decrease 
when weather becomes warmer.  There is much more to learn about the transmissibility, severity, and other features 
associated with COVID-19 and investigations are ongoing. 
 

What is community spread? 
Community spread means people have been infected with the virus in an area, including some who are not sure how or 
where they became infected. 
 

Preparing Your Home for COVID-19 
How can my family and I prepare for COVID-19? 
Create a household plan of action to help protect your health and the health of those you care about in the event of an 
outbreak of COVID-19 in your community: 



• Talk with the people who need to be included in your plan and discuss what to do if a COVID-19 outbreak occurs in 
your community. 

• Plan ways to care for those who might be at greater risk for serious complications, particularly older adults and 
those with severe chronic medical conditions like heart, lung or kidney disease. 

o Make sure they have access to several weeks of medications and supplies in case you need to stay home 
for prolonged periods of time. 

• Get to know your neighbors and find out if your neighborhood has a website or social media page to stay 
connected. 

• Create a list of local organizations that you and your household can contact in the event you need access to 
information, healthcare services, support, and resources. 

• Create an emergency contact list of family, friends, neighbors, carpool drivers, health care providers, teachers, 
employers, the local public health department, and other community resources. 
 

What steps can my family take to reduce our risk of getting COVID-19? 
Practice everyday preventive actions to help reduce your risk of getting sick and remind everyone in your home to do 
the same. These actions are especially important for older adults and people who have severe chronic medical 
conditions: 
• Avoid close contact with people who are sick. 
• Stay home when you are sick, except to get medical care. 
• Cover your coughs and sneezes with a tissue and throw the tissue in the trash. 
• Wash your hands often with soap and water for at least 20 seconds, especially after blowing your nose, coughing, 

or sneezing; going to the bathroom; and before eating or preparing food. 
• If soap and water are not readily available, use an alcohol-based hand sanitizer with at least 60% alcohol. Always 

wash hands with soap and water if hands are visibly dirty. 
• Clean and disinfect frequently touched surfaces and objects 

(e.g., tables, countertops, light switches, doorknobs, and cabinet handles). 
 

What should I do if someone in my house gets sick with COVID-19? 
Most people who get COVID-19 will be able to recover at home. CDC has directions for people who are recovering at 
home and their caregivers, including: 
• Stay home when you are sick, except to get medical care. 

If you develop emergency warning signs for COVID-19 get medical attention immediately. Emergency warning signs 
include*: 
• Trouble breathing 
• Persistent pain or pressure in the chest 
• New confusion or inability to arouse 
• Bluish lips or face 

*This list is not all inclusive. Please consult your medical provider for any other symptoms that are severe or concerning. 
• Use a separate room and bathroom for sick household members (if possible). 
• Clean hands regularly by handwashing with soap and water or using an alcohol-based hand sanitizer with at least 

60% alcohol. 
• Provide your sick household member with clean disposable facemasks to wear at home, if available, to help 

prevent spreading COVID-19 to others. 
• Clean the sick room and bathroom, as needed, to avoid unnecessary contact with the sick person. 
• Avoid sharing personal items like utensils, food, and drinks. 

 

How can I prepare for COVID-19 at work? 
Plan for potential changes at your workplace. Talk to your employer about their emergency operations plan, including 
sick-leave policies and telework options. Learn how businesses and employers can plan for and respond to COVID-19. 
 

Should I use soap and water or a hand sanitizer to protect against COVID-19? 
Handwashing is one of the best ways to protect yourself and your family from getting sick. Wash your hands often with 
soap and water for at least 20 seconds, especially after blowing your nose, coughing, or sneezing; going to the 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/specific-groups/guidance-business-response.html


bathroom; and before eating or preparing food. If soap and water are not readily available, use an alcohol-based hand 
sanitizer with at least 60% alcohol. 
 

What cleaning products should I use to protect against COVID-19? 
Clean and disinfect frequently touched surfaces such as tables, doorknobs, light switches, countertops, handles, desks, 
phones, keyboards, toilets, faucets, and sinks.  If surfaces are dirty, clean them using detergent or soap and water prior 
to disinfection. To disinfect, most common EPA-registered household disinfectants will work. See CDC’s 
recommendations for household cleaning and disinfection. 
 

In Case of an Outbreak in Your Community 
What should I do if there is an outbreak in my community? 
During an outbreak, stay calm and put your preparedness plan to work. Follow the steps below: 
Protect yourself and others. 
• Stay home if you are sick. Keep away from people who are sick. Limit close contact with others as much as possible 

(about 6 feet). 
Put your household plan into action. 
• Stay informed about the local COVID-19 situation. Be aware of temporary school dismissals in your area, as this 

may affect your household’s daily routine. 
• Continue practicing everyday preventive actions. Cover coughs and sneezes with a tissue and wash your hands 

often with soap and water for at least 20 seconds. If soap and water are not available, use a hand sanitizer that 
contains 60% alcohol. Clean frequently touched surfaces and objects daily using a regular household detergent and 
water. 

• Notify your workplace as soon as possible if your regular work schedule changes. Ask to work from home or take 
leave if you or someone in your household gets sick with COVID-19 symptoms, or if your child’s school is dismissed 
temporarily. Learn how businesses and employers can plan for and respond to COVID-19. 

• Stay in touch with others by phone or email. If you have a chronic medical condition and live alone, ask family, 
friends, and health care providers to check on you during an outbreak. Stay in touch with family and friends, 
especially those at increased risk of developing severe illness, such as older adults and people with severe chronic 
medical conditions. 
 

Should I go to work if there is an outbreak in my community? 
Follow the advice of your local health officials. Stay home if you can. Talk to your employer to discuss working from 
home, taking leave if you or someone in your household gets sick with COVID-19 symptoms, or if your child’s school is 
dismissed temporarily. Employers should be aware that more employees may need to stay at home to care for sick 
children or other sick family members than is usual in case of a community outbreak. 
 

Symptoms & Testing 
What are the symptoms and complications that COVID-19 can cause? 
Current symptoms reported for patients with COVID-19 have included mild to severe respiratory illness with fever1, 
cough, and difficulty breathing.  
 

Should I be tested for COVID-19? 
If you develop symptoms such as fever, cough, and/or difficulty breathing, and have been in close contact with a person 
known to have COVID-19 or have recently traveled from an area with ongoing spread of COVID-19, stay home and call 
your healthcare provider. Older patients and individuals who have severe underlying medical conditions or are 
immunocompromised should contact their healthcare provider early, even if their illness is mild. If you have severe 
symptoms, such as persistent pain or pressure in the chest, new confusion or inability to arouse, or bluish lips of face, 
contact your healthcare provider or emergency room and seek care immediately. Your doctor will determine if you have 
signs and symptoms of COVID-19 and whether you should be tested. 
 

 
 

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/specific-groups/guidance-business-response.html
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/faq.html#footnote1


Can a person test negative and later test positive for COVID-19? 
Using the CDC-developed diagnostic test, a negative result means that the virus that causes COVID-19 was not found in 
the person’s sample. In the early stages of infection, it is possible the virus will not be detected.  For COVID-19, a 
negative test result for a sample collected while a person has symptoms likely means that the COVID-19 virus is not 
causing their current illness. 
 

Why might someone blame or avoid individuals and groups (create stigma) because of COVID-19? 
People in the U.S. may be worried or anxious about friends and relatives who are living in or visiting areas where COVID-
19 is spreading. Some people are worried about the disease. Fear and anxiety can lead to social stigma, for example, 
towards Chinese or other Asian Americans or people who were in quarantine.  Stigma is discrimination against an 
identifiable group of people, a place, or a nation. Stigma is associated with a lack of knowledge about how COVID-19 
spreads, a need to blame someone, fears about disease and death, and gossip that spreads rumors and myths. 
Stigma hurts everyone by creating more fear or anger towards ordinary people instead of the disease that is causing the 
problem. 
 

How can people help stop stigma related to COVID-19? 
People can fight stigma and help, not hurt, others by providing social support. Counter stigma by learning and sharing 
facts. Communicating the facts that viruses do not target specific racial or ethnic groups and how COVID-19 actually 
spreads can help stop stigma. 
 


