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This document is an update to the interim guidance document entitled Considerations in the investigation of cases and clusters of 
COVID-19. This version has been updated to incorporate additional information on the implementation of contact tracing, including 
revisions to Figure 1, which provides examples of contact tracing flows in communities and health care settings. It also includes 
updated criteria for release from isolation. The update is based on recent evidence on controlling the spread of SARS-CoV-2, the 
virus that causes COVID-19, and scientific knowledge about the virus. The World Health Organization (WHO) will continue to 
update these recommendations as new information becomes available.  

This document offers guidance to local, regional, or national health authorities for rapid investigation of suspected COVID-19 cases 
and clusters. It should not be considered a comprehensive guide to outbreak investigation but rather is intended to provide an 
overview of the key components of an investigation into cases or clusters of COVID-19. Detailed outbreak investigation guidance 
has been developed for other respiratory pathogens, including MERS-CoV2 and non-seasonal influenza virus.3 This guidance is 
intended for use in all countries, but its implementation may need to be adapted based on available resources and the level of 
COVID-19 transmission. For this reason, it should be read in conjunction with the WHO interim guidance: Critical preparedness, 
readiness and response actions for COVID-19.4 

Considerations in the investigation of COVID-19 cases and clusters 

The table below serves as operational guidance for time-sensitive priority actions within first few days of notification of a COVID-
19 case or cluster.  

Objectives of the 
investigation 

The objectives of any investigation of a suspected COVID-19 case include:  

• Rapidly identify, and test persons suspected of having COVID-19, isolate and care for probable 
or confirmed cases; 

• Rapidly identify, quarantine and monitor for any signs and symptoms of COVID-19 among 
contacts of probable or confirmed cases. 

These objectives contribute to the overarching goal of controlling COVID-19 by slowing down 
transmission of the virus and preventing associated illness and death.5 

Composition, 
protection of and 
tools for the 
investigation 
team 

Composition  
Personnel must have the capacity, knowledge and authority to:  

• Interview persons with suspected, probable or confirmed COVID-196 and conduct contact 
tracing; 

• Triage suspected, probable or confirmeda COVID-19 cases for clinical care, depending on 
clinical condition;7 

• Identify close contacts of all probable or confirmed COVID-19 cases, especially the contacts at 
highest risk of infection (those with greater exposure, such as prolonged time in close proximity 
to a COVID-19 case) and/or those at high risk of developing severe disease if infected;7 

• Collect respiratory specimens from suspected COVID-19 cases;8 
• Recommend and implement infection prevention and control (IPC) measures to prevent further 

transmission.9 

Protection 

The SARS-CoV-2 virus mainly spreads through direct contact with secretions, such as saliva and respiratory 
secretions or respiratory droplets, expelled from an infected person. The virus can also spread through indirect 
contact through fomites and aerosol transmission in certain settings outside of health facilities, such as crowded 
indoor places with poor ventilation.10 In health-care settings, airborne transmission of SARS-CoV-2 can occur 

 
a Including cases not strictly meeting surveillance case definitions, which should not be used for clinical diagnosis or treatment 
decisions.  


