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Sick at home with COVID-19: How to care
for your loved ones infected with
coronavirus

Those who are infected and don’t require hospitalization are
instructed to stay home, but most live with families,
roommates and pets at home.

Adrianna Rodriguez, Veronica Bravo and Janet Loehrke, USA TODAY
12:17 p.m. EDT Mar. 21, 2020

some portions of the country are beyond containment.

C oronavirus cases continue to surge throughout the United States and experts say

The wide-spread virus has a high person-to-person transmission rate and is beginning to

seriously affect younger adults, not just older generations.
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between the ages of 20 and 54.
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Those who are infected and don’t require hospitalization are instructed to stay home, but
that still leaves families and roommates vulnerable.

Coronavirus incubation: Symptoms appear in 5-12 days

Infection Symptoms appear Standard 14-day quarantine period

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 T 12 13 14

“Viral shedding” — Ability to infect others until cured

So, what can one do to keep loved ones safe while recovering at home from COVID-19?
And what can caregivers do to stay healthy?

Designate personal space for COVID-19 patient

Advertisement

Dr. Raphael Viscidi, an infectious disease specialist at Johns Hopkins Medicine, said
respiratory viruses are commonly transmitted between people with the closest and
prolonged contact.
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The goal is to reduce social contact, the duration of contact and the environmental space
shared with a sick person on a day-to-day basis.

That starts in the bedroom.

“It’s a very small shared environment with a high probability the virus is present,” Viscidi
said. The bed itself is a surface where a sick person is depositing the coronavirus with just
a cough or sneeze.
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Harvard Medical School recommends caregivers use a separate bedroom while the

infected person is sick. Viscidi said the recommended self-quarantine time is at least 14
days.

In addition to their own bedroom, Harvard is also recommending the sick person have
their own designated bathroom so no one else in the house is exposed to contaminated
surfaces.

“You spend time in the bathroom,” Viscidi said. “They’re trying to identify places where
someone who’s sick is more likely to be spreading the virus.”

Bathrooms have surfaces touched on a daily basis, such as faucets, doorknobs, toilets and
sink counters. They’re also relatively small, increasing the risk of exposure.
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https://login.usatoday.com/USAT-GUP/authenticate?success-url=https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/2020/03/21/coronavirus-how-safely-take-care-someone-sick-covid-19/2866984001/&cancel-url=https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/2020/03/21/coronavirus-how-safely-take-care-someone-sick-covid-19/2866984001/&return-url=https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/2020/03/21/coronavirus-how-safely-take-care-someone-sick-covid-19/2866984001/
https://www.usatoday.com/news/

USA
TODAY

(2}
Q
5
=

Home ventilation & good airflow

When a person is sick with coronavirus, they release the virus into the environment
through coughing or just breathing.

The virus may remain infectious in the air for hours. A study published Tuesday in the
New England Journal of Medicine found viable virus could be detected in the air for up to

three hours.


https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/health/2020/03/18/heres-how-long-coronavirus-can-live-surfaces-and-air-study/2863287001/
https://login.usatoday.com/USAT-GUP/authenticate?success-url=https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/2020/03/21/coronavirus-how-safely-take-care-someone-sick-covid-19/2866984001/&cancel-url=https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/2020/03/21/coronavirus-how-safely-take-care-someone-sick-covid-19/2866984001/&return-url=https://www.usatoday.com/in-depth/news/2020/03/21/coronavirus-how-safely-take-care-someone-sick-covid-19/2866984001/
https://www.usatoday.com/news/

— A o
= ‘ TODAY Sign In

possible, study leader Neeltje van Doremalen at the National Institute of Allergy and
Infectious Diseases told the Associated Press.
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that transmitting the virus through a surface is very low unless an individual is constantly
touching the surface for a long time.

In order to minimize that risk, the CDC recommends having good airflow or ventilation in

the form of air conditioning or a simple open window.

How to serve food & keep social distancing

Dr. Joseph Khabbaza, a pulmonary and critical care physician at the Cleveland Clinic, said
all standard rules apply when it comes to food preparation.

Washing hands and disinfecting kitchen surfaces are common practices in the kitchen,

even if no one is sick in the house.
“The frequent cleaning of surfaces is really the key in those settings,” he said.

Khabbaza also said it’s important to maintain the recommended distance of six feet away

from a person in all rooms but especially in the kitchen.
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There are a number of ways to serve an infected person food, Khabbaza said. It can be left
by the door to be retrieved or left in the kitchen for the sick person to come out and eat.

Caregivers can enter the room as long as the patient is wearing a mask. The caregiver
also could wear a mask if more are available.

Although there is no specific diet for coronavirus patients, Khabbaza said they may not
have an appetite and may only want soup or crackers.
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Keep the door closed & limit circulation

Keeping the sick person's bedroom and bathroom door closed can provide an extra layer of

precaution.

“It’s an extra physical barrier that no droplets are leaving that space,” Khabbaza.
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However, he points out it’s not likely a particle is able to travel far, survive outside the
body and infect a healthy person.

Wiping surfaces, frequent hand-washing and avoiding the face are more crucial to

minimize transmission of the virus even in settings that aren’t contained.

Communicating with your loved ones without contact

Limiting contact is the name of the game, and in our modern world, it’s become much

easier with the use of technology.

Family members can limit contact by using computers, cellphones and tablets to message

and call loved ones while they are sealed safely inside their designated bedroom:s.
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around your loved one is important.”
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He suggested using FaceTime or Skype to communicate with people who are sick instead
of just messages and calls.

“That’s one way you can have lots of conversation and laugh together and see each other

smile while still being at very low risk of transmission,” Khabbaza said.

Dealing with trash can waste

The CDC and Harvard Medical School advise caretakers to place all used disposable
gloves, facemasks and other contaminated items in a lined container before disposing of
them with other household waste.

While Viscidi said it’s not necessary to double-bag garbage, Khabbaza said extra bags
couldn’t hurt and it’s never a bad idea to use gloves while handling waste.

Tissues shouldn’t be harmful after they’ve already made it to the bottom of a wastebasket.
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"Particles and droplets shouldn’t just be aerosolized as a tissue in the wastebasket," he
said. "Once it's in there, it won't go anywhere."

However, he said it could be helpful if the sick person ties up the garbage bag before the
caregiver comes in and takes it out. This could minimize anxiety when entering the room.

"You won't be able to take care of your loved one as well if your nerves are taking over," he
said.

Pet interaction
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about the virus. This includes petting, snuggling, being kissed or licked and sharing food.

If possible, have another person in the house who’s not sick to care for the animals. If
that’s not possible, make sure the sick person washes their hands before and after
interacting with pets and wear a face mask.
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Viscidi said limiting pet interaction benefits people in the house more than the pet itself.

“If you’re having severe symptoms ... and you’re petting them constantly, there’s going to

be some virus on the dog,” he said. “And then somebody else comes by and pets the dog.”
The dog isn’t going to get infected, but it can act like a contaminated surface for other

people to get sick.

How to properly clean the house

As many public health experts have reiterated, the key to keeping people healthy is
hygiene.

The CDC defines cleaning as the removal of germs, dirt and impurities of surfaces, and
defines disinfecting as using chemicals to kill germs on surfaces. The agency recommends

disinfecting surfaces after cleaning to further lower the risk of spreading infection.

The CDC recommends taking the following precautions when disinfecting the house while
a family member is sick with COVID-19:
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should be discarded after each cleaning.

Use diluted household bleach solutions,
alcohol solutions with at least 70%
alcohol or most common EPA-registered
household disinfectants. Prepare bleach
solution by mixing 5 tablespoons of
bleach per gallon of water or 4 teaspoons
of bleach per quart of water.

Clean and disinfect frequently touched
surfaces daily: tables, doorknobs, toilets,
phones, light switches, faucets and
keyboards.

Used non-disposable dishes should be
handled with gloves and washed with hot
water or in a dishwasher. Clean hands
after handling.

Wear disposable gloves when handling
laundry from an ill person and discard
after use. If possible, do not shake dirty
laundry. Launder items according to the
manufacturer’s instructions.
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So what do you do with the waste?

Be aware that there can be contaminated residue on used tissues, masks and gloves from
someone sick with the coronavirus that can be dangerous to others that live in the home.
Here are some ways to correctly dispose of the contaminated items.

Disposable masks and gloves should be
thrown away in a lined trash can a
dedicated for the ill person.

Use gloves when removing garbage
bags, handling and disposing of trash
and wash hands after. Consult with your
local health department about trash
disposal guidance if available.

— | If possible, dedicate a towel for the sick
] person and use the warmest water setting
\ when washing. Dry items completely.

T Dirty laundry from an ill person can be

% washed with other items.
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Wash hands before and after
cleaning and disinfecting.
Other key times to clean your
hands include: blowing one’s
nose, coughing or sneezing,
after using the restroom,
before eating or preparing
food, after contact with animals
or pets, and before and after
caring for another person
who needs assistance.

|

5

SOURCE USA TODAY reporting; Stanford University; World Health Organization; Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention
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