
                      

 COVID-19 (coronavirus) 

 Frequently asked ques=ons (FAQs) for managers and staff  

The following ques/ons and answers are intended to provide managers and staff with the latest 
informa/on on the coronavirus outbreak and how sickness absence, flexible working and leave should 
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be managed. These ques/ons and answers will be kept under review, are subject to change and will 
be amended as necessary. 

1. What is COVID-19 (coronavirus)? 

A: COVID-19 is the disease caused by novel coronavirus SARS-CoV-2. Coronaviruses are a large 
family of viruses that are common across the world.  These viruses can cause mild symptoms 
ranging from a fever and cough to more serious condi/ons such as pneumonia, shortness of 
breath and breathing difficul/es.  COVID-19, which is a new strain of coronavirus, has an 
incuba/on period of between 2 to 14 days.  This means that if a person remains well 14 days 
aTer contact with someone with confirmed COVID-19 (coronavirus) it is unlikely that they have 
been infected    

2. Where can I find reliable up to date informa=on about COVID-19?      

A: You are encouraged to read the latest guidance on the Department of Health website 
www.health-ni.gov.uk/coronavirus and the latest health advice on the Public Health Agency 
(PHA) website www.publichealth.hscni.net. 

3. What can I do to protect myself from and others against the virus?      

A: The PHA advice includes: 

• Good personal hygiene is key to help stop the spread of coronavirus and similar infec/ous 
viruses.  

• Wash your hands with soap and water, or use a sani/ser gel regularly throughout the day, 
COVID-19 (preven/ng the spread) 

• If you cough or sneeze, use a /ssue or your sleeve (not your hands) to cover your mouth and 
nose. If you use a /ssue throw it away carefully aTer use and wash your hands, COVID-19 
(preven/ng the spread). 

• Do not touch your eyes, nose or mouth. 
• It is also important to remember that an/bio/cs are not effec/ve against viruses. 

4. Should I wear a face mask? 

A: Employees are not recommended to wear face masks to protect against the virus, professional 
advice is that there is no evidence that face masks (also known as surgical masks) prevent 
infec/on of COVID-19. Facemasks are only recommended to be worn by symptoma/c 
individuals, advised by a health care worker, to reduce the risk of transmi`ng the infec/on to 
other people. The PHA recommends that the best way the general public can reduce any risk of 
infec/on is good hygiene, www.publichealth.hscni.net. 

5. What is social distancing? 

A: Social distancing measures are steps you can take to reduce the social interac/on between 
people. This will help reduce the transmission of COVID-19. (This advice is likely to be in place 
for some weeks).  

They are: 
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1.Avoid contact with someone who is displaying symptoms of COVID-19. These symptoms 
include high temperature and/or new and con/nuous cough 

2.Avoid non-essen/al use of public transport, varying your travel /mes to avoid rush hour, when 
possible 

3.If you can work from home then do so.  

4.Avoid large gatherings, and gatherings in smaller public spaces such as pubs, cinemas, 
restaurants, theatres, bars, clubs 

5.Avoid gatherings with friends and family. Keep in touch using remote technology such as 
phone, internet, and social media 

6.Use telephone or online services to contact your GP or other essen/al services 

In view if these unprecedented circumstances everyone MUST follow these measures.  

By following the  above measures you will significantly limit your face-to-face interac/on 
with friends and family, par/cularly if you: 

• are over 70 

• have an underlying health condi/on 

• are pregnant 

• Staff in the three categories above will con/nue to be paid un/l government advice 
indicates that it is safe for them to return to the workplace. See link below for details: 

hips://www.gov.uk/government/publica/ons/covid-19-guidance-on-social-distancing-and-
for-vulnerable-people 

If you are required to come into work to perform an essential role, as determined by 
your Department, then all steps will be taken by your Department to implement social 
distancing.  
• ensuring they are si`ng 2 metres apart; 

• pu`ng in place rotas that are based on the absolute minimum numbers of staff required 
to deliver essen/al service/perform essen/al du/es; 

• working hours/paierns/shiTs/ rotas should be put in place that minimise /me in the 
office and use of public transport; and 

• technology should be used as much as possible to minimise /me in office 

6. I am travelling for approved essen=al work reasons, do I need to take any special precau=ons 
now? 

A: Yes, you should follow the online guidance published by the Public Health Agency (PHA) website 
www.publichealth.hscni.net. 

7. I have just returned to Northern Ireland from an affected country, what should I do?   

A: If you have symptoms please self-isolate (stay at home) and follow the advice on COVID-19 
(coronavirus) provided by the Public Health Agency (PHA) website www.publichealth.hscni.net  
If you do not have symptoms you do not need to self-isolate unless someone else in your 
household has symptoms (see below). 
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8. I live on my own and have a high temperature and/or a persistent cough, what should I do? 

A:  If you are required to come into work to perform an essen=al role, as determined by your 
Department and if you have a high temperature and/or new a persistent cough you should 
advise your line manager and stay at home for 7 days. Normal contact arrangements apply and 
you should keep in touch with your manager about your absence and expected date of return. 

Follow the advice on COVID-19 (coronavirus) provided by the Public Health Agency (PHA) 
website www.publichealth.hscni.net 

9. I live with others and have high temperature and/or a new persistent cough, what should I do? 

A:  If you are required to come into work to perform an essen=al role, as determined by your 
Department, and if you live with others and you are the first in the household to have 
symptoms of coronavirus, then you must stay at home for 7 days, but all other household 
members who remain well must stay at home and not leave the house for 14 days. The 14-day 
period starts from the day when the first person in the house became ill. You should advise your 
line manager and stay at home for 7 days. Normal contact arrangements apply and you should 
keep in touch with your manager about your absence and expected date of return. 

Follow the advice on COVID-19 (coronavirus) provided by the Public Health Agency (PHA) 
website www.publichealth.hscni.net 

10. 10. The person I live with has a high 
temperature and/or a new persistent 
cough, what should I do? 

A: If you are required to come into work to perform an essen=al role, as determined by your 
Department, and if you live with someone who has a high temperature and/or a new persistent 
cough you should advise your line manager and self- isolate for 14 days. Normal contact 
arrangements apply and you should keep in touch with your manager about your absence and 
expected date of return. 
Follow the advice on COVID-19 (coronavirus) provided by the Public Health Agency (PHA) 
website www.publichealth.hscni.net 

I am pregnant and worried about my baby should I go to work? 

A:  No, given that you are in the vulnerable category you must stay away from the workplace, you 
should follow the guidance on social distancing and advise your line manager. 

11. My partner is pregnant, should I go to work? 

A:  If you have no symptoms of COVID – 19 you should only aiend work if you are required to 
perform an essen=al role,  as determined by your Department.  You should observe the good 
personal hygiene prac/ces (frequent, thorough hand washing etc.) 

12. I am over aged 70, should I go to work? 

A:  No, given that you are in the vulnerable category you must stay away from the workplace, you 
should follow the guidance on social distancing and advise your line manager. 
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13. I am under aged 70 and have an underlying health condi=on should I go to work? 

A: If you are under 70 with an underlying health condi/on listed in the high risk groups, see 
www.publichealth.hscni.net you must not aiend work. You should advise your line manager 
and take social distancing measures. 

14. I have a member of staff who is self-isola=ng as they have COVID -19 symptoms should I tell 
their colleagues about this? 

A: You can reassure staff that, since 12 March, the health service is tes/ng hospital inpa/ents only. 
The vast majority of people will decide for themselves whether they have COVID-19 symptoms 
by using the automated PHA guidance.   

      
    It is also important to follow the professional advice for people to carry on as normal unless they 

experience the symptoms of COVID-19 i.e. a high temperature and/or new, con/nuous cough. 
No special measures need to be taken by anyone: all employees should already be following 
advice about good hygiene prac/ces, especially frequent thorough hand washing, and avoiding 
touching their face. 

    You should talk to the member of staff who is unwell and ask them how much informa/on about 
them they would be happy for you to disclose to others. Many employees will not mind their 
colleagues knowing they are self-isola/ng. If the unwell member of staff prefers their personal 
confiden/ally respected you must do so and instead take an opportunity to reassure colleagues 
of the PHA guidance above and the importance of apply good hygiene prac/ces. 

15. My member of staff is not ill but has children and is worried about infec=ng them, what should 
I tell them?  

A: In line with current professional advice, your member of staff shouldn’t aiend work if they are 
not required to perform an essen=al role, as determined by your Department or if they fall 
under  one of the vulnerable groups:   

• are over 70 
• have an underlying health condi/on 
• are pregnant 
 See link below for details: 
 hips://www.gov.uk/government/publica/ons/covid-19-guidance-on-social-distancing-and-for-

vulnerable-people 

     You should follow PHA advice about good hygiene prac/ces especially frequent thorough hand 
washing. 

16. The person who cares for my children/other dependent (e.g. sick/elderly rela=ve) is self-
isola=ng because they have symptoms of COVID – 19 and are not available to care for them as 
normal what should I do?  

A: Where you are required to aiend work to perform an essen=al role as determined by your 
Department you should make efforts to make alterna/ve arrangements e.g. family or friend or 
if you can work   from home you should discuss this with your line manager. If these 
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arrangement are not possible you should apply for paid special leave as noted in the Manager 
and Staff guidance Sec/on (f).  

17. I use public transport to get to work and I am worried about catching COVID – 19 what should I 
do?  

A: Where you are required to perform an essen=al role as determined by your Department you 
should aiend work as normal but follow the good hygiene prac/ces especially frequent,  
thorough hand washing before you leave home and when you arrive at work, not touch your 
face especially your eyes and mouth. 

    You should follow the social distancing measures whilst travelling to reduce the social interac/on 
between people. This will help reduce the transmission of coronavirus (COVID-19). 

Social distancing measures include: 

1. Avoid contact with someone who is displaying symptoms of coronavirus (COVID-19). These 
symptoms include high temperature and/or new and con/nuous cough 

2. Avoid non-essen/al use of public transport, varying your travel /mes to avoid rush hour, 
when possible 

3. If youcan work from home then do so, in agreement with your manager.  
4.  

. 

18. My member of staff has been in contact with a person who has been diagnosed with COVID – 
19 but have no signs of the virus.  Their colleagues are concerned about them being in work, 
what should I do?  

A: At the moment professional advice is that people should have par/cular regard to personal 
hygiene (frequent, thorough hand washing etc.) but should self-isolate only if they have 
symptoms of COVID-19 e.g. high temperature and a new con/nuous cough.  , Therefore your 
member of staff should aiend work.  You could reassure staff by consul/ng the PHA website 
www.publichealth.hscni.net. Ul/mately you should use your discre/on and in order to maintain 
business if staff can work from home they should do so.  

19. My member of staff is ill but they say it doesn’t feel like flu, their nose is running like a cold but 
no high temperature or no new or con=nuous cough, what should I do?  

A:  You should advise them to check the online guidance provided by the Public Health Agency 
(PHA) www.publichealth.hscni.net.  If their symptoms do not match those of COVID -19 and are 
mild then they should aiend work and not take sickness absence.  They should also observe the 
good personal hygiene prac/ces (frequent, thorough hand washing etc.).  If they develop a high 
temperature and /new con/nuous cough they must remain at home and self-isolate for 7 days 
from the onset of such symptoms because they are symptoms of COVID -19. 

20.What do I do if I start feeling ill at work with COVID - 19 symptoms?   

A:  If you are required to come into work to perform an essen=al role as determined by your 
Department and become unwell with a new, con/nuous cough or a high temperature you 
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should be sent home. You should tell your manager you are unwell and consult the PHA 
website www.publichealth.hscni.net  for guidance immediately.  

People do not need to seek medical advice before self-isola/ng. Do not visit the GP, pharmacy, 
urgent care centre or a hospital.  

If you cannot cope with your symptoms at home, or if your condi/on gets worse, or you do 
not get beier aTer 7 days, or if you have underlying medical condi/ons; then you are advised 
to telephone your GP or in a medical emergency dial 999.    

If a colleague has helped you when you were taken unwell with a new, con/nuous cough or a 
high temperature, they do not need to go home unless they develop symptoms themselves. 
They should wash their hands thoroughly for 20 seconds aTer any contact with someone who 
is unwell with symptoms consistent with coronavirus infec/on. 

Depending on the guidance you receive the following may happen. 

• You may be moved to an area which is at least two metres away from other people. If 
possible your manager may find a room or area where you can be isolated behind a 
closed door, such as a staff office. If it is possible to open a window for ven/la/on.  

  
• You should remain at least two metres from other people. You should avoid touching 

people, surfaces and objects and to cover your mouth and nose with a disposable /ssue 
when you cough or sneeze and put the /ssue in a bag or pocket then throw the /ssue in 
the bin. If you don't have any /ssues available, you should cough and sneeze into the 
crook of your elbow.   

• If you need to go to the bathroom while wai/ng for medical assistance, you should use a 
separate bathroom if available.  

• Normal contact arrangements apply and you should keep in touch with your manager 
about your absence and expected date of return. 

21. My member of staff has advised that they have been asked to self- isolate to reduce the risk of 
COVID-19, how should I record this on HRConnect?   

A: If they are symptom free this should be recorded on HRConnect as a period of special leave (up 
to 10 working days (14 calendar days) as Domes/c Crisis with the sub heading COVID-19 Self 
isolate. If the member of staff advises that they are displaying symptoms of COVID -19 then the 
special leave arrangement should cease and a period of sickness absence entered on 
HRConnect. More informa/on can be found on the Employee Services Portal. 

22. My member of staff has advised that they have symptoms of COVID-19 how should I record this 
on HRConnect?    
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A: You should record this as a period of sickness absence under Chest and Respiratory problems 
and the sickness sub reason COVID-19. You should also advise NICSHR ER immediately via e-
mail.  More informa/on can be found on the Employee Services Portal.  

23. My member of staff has not turned up for work and is not scheduled to be off.  They also 
haven’t advised me, another manager or any of their colleagues, what should I do?    

A: You should follow the normal ‘unauthorised absence’ procedures and due to the current 
situa/on try to contact by phone and/or email where possible.   

24. I am concerned about the affect a period of sickness absence due to COVID-19 will have on my 
sickness absence record. 

A: All periods of sickness absence that have been either diagnosed as COVID-19 or symptoma/c of 
the virus either at home or at work will not impact on sickness absence review points or 
contractual pay. 

25. I am a proba=oner and concerned about the affect a period of sickness absence due to 
COVID-19 (coronavirus) will have on my sickness absence record. 

A: All periods of sickness absence that have been either diagnosed as COVID-19 (coronavirus) or 
symptoma/c of the virus either at home or at work will not impact on sickness absence review 
points or contractual pay. 

26. I have been off work with flu like symptoms for over 7 calendar days but can’t get through to 
my GP to get a “Fit note, what should I do? 

A: The requirement to have a GP ‘Fit Note’ has now been suspended for suspected cases of 
COVID -19.  If you absent with flu-like symptoms you should not ask your GP for a Fit Note.  
Once you are fit and able to work at home, or (where you are required to come into work to 
perform an essential role as determined by your Department) return to  work you should 
forward an extended self-certificate for the whole period of the absence to your manager.  
Staff should ignore any automatic alerts sent by HRConnect.  

If you are absent due to reasons other than COVID-19 or flu-like symptoms you will be 
required to obtain a backdated fit note from your GP to cover your absence when it is 
possible to do so. 

27. What do I do if a member of staff or the public with suspected COVID-19 has recently been to 
the work place?   

A: If a member of staff has helped someone or been close to someone who was taken unwell with 
a new, con/nuous cough or a high temperature, they do not need to go home unless they 
develop symptoms themselves. They should wash their hands thoroughly for 20 seconds aTer 
any contact with someone who is unwell with symptoms consistent with coronavirus infec/on. 

It is not necessary to close the business or workplace or send any staff home, unless 
government policy changes. Keep up to date with the online guidance provided by the Public 
Health Agency (PHA) website www.publichealth.hscni.net. 
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Employees and customers should be reminded to wash their hands for 20 seconds more 
frequently than normal. 

Frequently clean and disinfect objects and surfaces that are touched regularly, using your 
standard cleaning products. 

28. What do I do if a member of staff or the public with confirmed COVID-19 has recently been to 
the work place?   

A: If a member of staff has helped someone or been close to someone who was taken unwell with 
a new, con/nuous cough or a high temperature, they do not need to go home unless they 
develop symptoms themselves. They should wash their hands thoroughly for 20 seconds aTer 
any contact with someone who is unwell with symptoms consistent with coronavirus infec/on. 

It is not necessary to close the business or workplace or send any staff home, unless 
government policy changes. Keep up to date with the online guidance provided by the Public 
Health Agency (PHA) website www.publichealth.hscni.net 

    Employees and customers should be reminded to wash their hands for 20 seconds more 
frequently than normal. 

Frequently clean and disinfect objects and surfaces that are touched regularly, using your 
standard cleaning products. 

29. A member of staff has advised their child’s school has closed because of the virus and they 
need =me off, what should I do?    

A: Where staff are not already working from home and Departments have determined staff are 
required to be in work to perform an essen/al role managers are advised to exercise reasonable 
discre/on when dealing with requests for special leave.  

     In these excep/onal circumstances home working arrangements can be considered in the first 
instance for the dura/on 

Where home working is not possible, you may apply for up to five days’ paid special leave under the 
provisions for domes/c crisis to put alterna/ve arrangements in place. In addi/on, up to five days’ 
paid special leave may be granted under the provisions for care of dependents.  

The five days’ paid special leave available under both the above categories will normally be applied 
within a 12 month period (pro-rata for staff who work alterna/ve working paierns). If a member of 
staff has exhausted  their en/tlements, managers should consider applica/ons for a further five days’ 
special paid leave for reasons connected to COVID-19.   

For staff who work an alterna/ve working paierns, a day’s special leave will relate to a working day 
i.e. the hours they were due to work on that day. 

Informa/on on how to record special leave granted in these circumstances can be found at 
the Employee Services Portal. Periods of special leave may be made and approved retrospec/vely. 
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For staff who follow Alterna/ve Working Paierns (AWP), a day’s special leave will relate to a 
working day i.e. the hours he/she was due to work on that day.  

     Informa/on on how to record special leave granted in these circumstances can be found at the  
Employee Services Portal. 

30. If I am asked to self-isolate what am I expected to do? 

A: If you are advised to self-isolate you are expected to follow the advice on COVID-19 provided by 
the Public Health Agency (PHA) website www.publichealth.hscni.net. which is to stay at home. If 
you are symptom free, and if you can work from home then do so, your manager should make 
arrangements for you to work from home. If this is not possible, your manager will record this 
as special leave. 

When in self-isola/on you should monitor your symptoms and consult the PHA website 
www.publichealth.hscni.net   

People with symptoms should not go to a GP surgery, pharmacy or hospital. If people cannot 
cope with their symptoms at home, or if their condi/on gets worse, or they do not get beier 
aTer 7 days, or if they have underlying medical condi/ons; then they are advised to telephone 
their GP or in a medical emergency dial 999.  

31. I have been told I should ‘self-isolate’ as a ‘vulnerable’ person for 12 weeks.  My role cannot be 
carried out from home.  How much special leave can I take?  

If you are a ‘vulnerable’ person and you are told to “social distance” you must stay away from the 
workplace. If you can work from home then do so. . If work cannot be found for you to carry out 
at home then paid leave will be used to cover the period of /me you are not in the work place. At 
this /me there is no defined period s/pulated on the Public Health England website for social 
distancing. On this basis your manager will keep in contact with you to review the arrangements 
taking in to account any change in published medical advice. 

32. I have been advised my partner has to self-isolate for 12 weeks as they are ‘vulnerable’.  Should 
I s=ll go to work?  

If the partner does not have symptoms of COVID-19 (coronavirus), you should con/nue to aiend 
work if they are required to perform an essen/al role as determined by their Department but pay 
par/cular aien/on to the social distancing measures. For further informa/on see NICSHR 
COVID-19 (coronavirus) - Guidance for Managers and Staff (page 2) or see COVID-19 (coronavirus): 
guidance on social distancing and vulnerable people 

33. I am a parent and my child’s school is closed.  I need to care for my children but my role cannot 
be carried out from home.  Is there a limit to the amount of special leave that can be taken?   

Where home working is not possible, you may apply for up to five days’ paid special leave under the 
provisions for domes/c crisis to put alterna/ve arrangements in place. In addi/on, up to five days’ paid 
special leave may be granted under the provisions for care of dependents.  
The five days’ paid special leave available under both the above categories will normally be applied within 
a 12 month period (pro-rata for staff who work alterna/ve working paierns). If a member of staff has 
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exhausted  their en/tlements, managers should consider applica/ons for a further five days’ special paid 
leave for reasons connected to COVID-19.   
For staff who work an alterna/ve working paierns, a day’s special leave will relate to a working day i.e. the 
hours they were due to work on that day. 
Informa/on on how to record special leave granted in these circumstances can be found at 
the Employee Services Portal. Periods of special leave may be made and approved retrospec/vely. 

34. Can you take special leave mul=ple =mes for Covid-19? 

Poten/ally yes, special leave may be required for a number of different reasons rela/ng to 
COVID-19 ie self-isola/on, caring responsibili/es, social distancing, or other reasons such as office 
closure. 

35. Can arrangements be put in place to allow staff without access to laptops to work from home 
using their work or private computers? 

It is not possible to work from home using work desktops or private computers in order to 
protect the security and integrity of the secure government network. All service requests for 
laptops are being progressed as a maier of urgency.  

36. What are the flexi rules for staff working from home? 

. This maier is currently under review; an update will be issued. 
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