DATE : April 7, 2020
TO: All CUPE staff of the Maritimes Region
FROM: Patrick Roy, CUPE Health & Safety Representative

OBJET : COVID-19 Definitions

Glossary of Terms and Definitions
Most people have some confusion about all the various terms being used during the current
pandemic. Here is a list I created compiling terms and definitions from the BC Centre for Disease
Control (March 27, 2020), CBC (March 27, 2020), CCOHS (March 27, 2020), Clemeson University
(March 27, 2020), CTV News (March 13, 2020), Government of British Columbia (March 24, 2020),
Government of Canada (March 26, 2020), Harvard University (March 27, 2020), Global News
(March 22, 2020), KFF Global Health Policy (No date), Rochester University (No date), University
of Texas (March 26, 2020), and the University of Toronto (March 27, 2020):

Administrative controls
These limit workers' exposures by scheduling shorter work times in contaminant areas or by
implementing other "rules". These control measures have many limitations because the hazard
itself is not actually removed or reduced. Administrative controls are not generally favoured
because they can be difficult to implement, maintain and are not a reliable way to reduce
exposure.

Asymptomatic
Asymptomatic means without symptoms. The reason it’s being brought up during this
outbreak is because many people are worried that people might be able to pass along the
virus when they don’t have symptoms or know that they are sick, which would be
“asymptomatic transmission.”

Case fatality rate (CFR)
An estimate of the risk of mortality from a contagious disease. The CFR is calculated by dividing
the number of deaths caused by a disease by the number of cases of that disease in a given time
period. The CFR is time and location-dependent, and many different factors can influence the
CFR, such as speed of diagnosis of cases, health system capacity, age and other demographic
characteristics, among others. For COVID-19, estimates of the CFR have varied; in China, CFR
estimates by province have ranged from <1% to 5.8%.

CCOHS
The Canadian Centre for Occupational Health and Safety.

CDC
Canada: Centres for Disease Control and Prevention. E.g. BC Centre for Disease Control and
Prevention.
United States of American: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.

Community mitigation strategies
As they relate to COVID-19, the CDC defines community mitigation strategies as actions, apart
from getting vaccinated and taking medicine, that people and communities can take to help slow
the spread of illnesses like pandemic influenza (flu). Also known as non-pharmaceutical
interventions. When a new flu virus spreads among people, causing illness worldwide, it is called
pandemic flu. Because a pandemic flu virus is new, the human population has little or no
immunity against it. This allows the virus to spread quickly from person to person worldwide.
NPIs are among the best ways of controlling pandemic flu when vaccines are not yet available.

Community transmission
When referring to how a disease is spread, one of the methods is community transmission. In the
case of COVID-19, it means that an infected person has not come into known contact with anyone
who is infected and that the source of infection is unknown.

Contact tracing
Contact tracing is what doctors use to track a virus's spread. According to the World Health
Organization, contact tracing is a monitoring process that involves identifying all the people an
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infected person was recently in contact with, informing those contacts about the virus and what
they should do, and conducting regular follow-ups with them. It involves three steps.
First, is contact identification. Once a person is infected and symptomatic with a disease, the
person is asked about their activities and their interactions with others.
In order to control the rate of spread, health-care professionals will try to trace everyone an
infected person has come into contact with. That's followed by contact listing. Once contacts
with the infected person are identified, they're informed of their status and advised to get early
care if they begin to develop symptoms. If they are considered high risk, they may also be advised
to isolate themselves.
Finally, there is contact follow-up, where doctors get in touch with people who came into contact
with the infected person to see if they begin to develop symptoms.

Contagious
Communicable, or able to be passed from one person to another. COVID-19 is thought to be spread
primarily through direct contact with an infected individual, by inhaling the microscopic droplets
sprayed into the air during a cough or sneeze, or by touching a contaminated surface and then
touching one’s eyes, nose or mouth.

Coronavirus, COVID-19 and SARS-CoV-2
Coronaviruses are a common cause of colds and other upper respiratory infections, but this
pandemic involves a strain of coronavirus that is new to the world's human population.
Coronaviruses are a large family of viruses found mostly in animals. In humans, they can cause
diseases ranging from the common cold to more severe diseases such as Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) and Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS). The disease caused
by this new coronavirus has been named COVID-19. While many of the characteristics of COVID19 are still unknown, mild to severe illness has been reported for confirmed cases. Coronavirus
is used as a kind of shorthand these days in some media reports, and the new strain is more
accurately called the novel coronavirus. The illness caused by the virus is called COVID-19, also
referred to by the World Health Organization (WHO) as coronavirus disease 2019.
Some articles in medical journals use a lesser-known term for the virus: SARS-CoV-2 (severe acute
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2).
The WHO says it's avoiding that term, since it could be confused with the SARS outbreak in 2003.
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Droplet transmission/spread
A mode of transmission for a contagious disease that involves relatively large, short-range (less
than 6 feet) respiratory droplets produced by sneezing, coughing, or talking.

Elimination
Elimination is the process of removing the hazard from the workplace. It is the most effective
way to control a risk because the hazard is no longer present. It is the preferred way to control a
hazard and should be used whenever possible.

Endemic, epidemic and pandemic
A disease that is endemic is one that re-emerges on a seasonal basis, occurring at a predictable
rate in a certain area or among a set population, such as malaria.
Epidemic is used when the number of infections rises above what is normally expected in a
certain population or region. An outbreak is basically the same thing as an epidemic, although
the term is often used to cover a more limited geographic area, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention (CDC).
Pandemic relates to the geographic spread of a disease. The WHO designated COVID-19 as a
pandemic on March 11, citing the spread of the new virus to several countries.

Engineering Control
Engineering controls are methods that are built into the design of a plant, equipment or process
to minimize the hazard. Engineering controls are a very reliable way to control worker exposures
as long as the controls are designed, used and maintained properly. The basic types of
engineering controls are:
•
•
•

Process control.
Enclosure and/or isolation of emission source.
Ventilation.

Epicentre
A city or country where an outbreak is most pronounced.
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Flattening the curve
Flattening the curve refers to a graph that illustrates the spread of a disease and the ability of
health systems to cope.
If a large number of people become infected and require medical care, it can overwhelm the
overall health-care system. This can result in shortages of protective equipment, hospital beds or
even doctors and nurses.
On the graph, it's represented as a steep curve.
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Ideally, interventions change the shape of an epicurve so case counts come down faster. If
adequate measures are taken to avoid the spread of infection and fewer patients require medical
care, the curve on the graph isn't as sharp, and there would be a better chance that patients can
receive the necessary care. This is referred to as "flattening the curve."

Fomite
An inanimate object that can be the vehicle for transmission of an infectious agent (e.g., bedding,
towels, or surgical instruments). There is evidence that coronavirus spreads via fomites although,
this is a less common route of transmission.

Hazard Control
A hazard control program consists of all steps necessary to protect workers from exposure to a
substance or system, the training and the procedures required to monitor worker exposure and
their health to hazards such as chemicals, materials or substance, or other types of hazards such
as noise and vibration. A written workplace hazard control program should outline which
methods are being used to control the exposure and how these controls will be monitored for
effectiveness.
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Incubation
The incubation period is the amount of time it takes for an infected person to start showing
symptoms, if there are symptoms. For COVID-19 specifically, the WHO says the incubation period
is estimated to be between one to 14 days.

Isolation
Staying at home when you have symptoms of with COVID-19 and avoiding contact with other
people to help prevent the spread of disease to others in your home and your community.
Isolation is recommended for a symptomatic individual that is suspected of having, or known to
have, COVID-19. They are directed by PHA to isolate themselves in the home-setting and avoid
contact with others until PHA has advised that they are no longer considered contagious.

Mandatory quarantine
The imposed separation or restriction of movement of individuals, groups or communities, for a
defined period of time and in a location determined by the PHA. As local circumstances will vary
across Canada and within regions, quarantine may be used to contain, delay or mitigate COVID-
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19, although its effectiveness once there is widespread community transmission is unknown. An
individual in mandatory quarantine is asymptomatic but may have been exposed to the virus
causing COVID-19. A decision to implement mandatory quarantine requires careful consideration
of the safety of the individual/group/community, the anticipated effectiveness, feasibility and
implications.

Mass gatherings
Mass gatherings are highly visible events with the potential for serious public health
consequences if they are not planned and managed carefully. They can amplify the spread of
infectious diseases and have the potential to cause additional strain on the health care system
when held during outbreaks. The transmission of respiratory infections such as influenza has
been frequently associated with mass gatherings. There have been examples of COVID-19
transmission during mass gatherings. Such infections can be transmitted during a mass gathering,
during transit to and from the event, and in participants' home communities upon their
return. Examples of mass gatherings include large meetings, conferences, sporting events,
religious events, national and international events. It is recognized that while cancelling a mass
gathering may reduce the viral transmission, it may also pose a barrier to personal freedoms.
Mass gatherings may have cultural or religious implications (e.g. pilgrimages, large religious
events) and cancelling such events may have significant cost considerations for jurisdictions,
organizations and individuals. Decisions about whether to proceed with, restrict, cancel or
postpone a mass-gathering event be based on thorough risk assessment undertaken by event
organizers in consultation with all relevant PHAs (e.g., local, provincial, federal).

Mitigation
The public health goal once a virus has spread so widely that it’s impossible to keep it away.
Instead of mainly relying on public health authorities to do things like locate sick people and
identify their contacts, health officials ask the public to help slow the spread of the virus. Useful
actions can include reminding people to stay home when they’re sick and disinfecting commonly
touched surfaces in buildings daily.

Nasopharyngeal vs. oropharyngeal swabs
To be tested for the virus, health-care professionals need to collect samples. This can be done
one of two ways.
A nasopharyngeal swab can look like an extra-long Q-Tip or a plastic wand with a
collection surface on the end. It is inserted up the nose, far back where the health-care
professional collects a sample by swabbing. This is the method preferred by the World Health
Organization in testing for COVID-19.
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However, an oropharyngeal swab is another method of collection available for healthcare
professionals: Instead of going up a patient's nose, the sample is collected orally at the back of a
patient's throat.

NIOSH
The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health.

N95 mask (respirator)
N95 respirators are respiratory protective devices designed to fit closely to the face and provide
efficient filtration of airborne particles. The N95 designation means it can block at least 95 per
cent of very small particles.
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Novel
Simply meaning "new," a novel coronavirus is a strain that hasn't been detected in humans
before. The virus responsible for the current epidemic is often called the novel coronavirus.

PANDEMIC TERMS
Pandemic Alert Level 1 - Clemson’s Pandemic Alert Level 1 equals the World Health Organization
(WHO) Phase 3: Human infections with new subtype, but no sustained human-to-human spread.
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Elevated Pandemic Risk Level 2 - Clemson’s Elevated Pandemic Risk Level 2 equals the World
Health Organization (WHO) Phase 4: Small, highly localized clusters anywhere in the world with
limited human-to-human transmission.
Pandemic Imminent Level 3 - Clemson’s Pandemic Imminent Level 3 equals the World Health
Organization (WHO) Phase 5: Person-to-person spread of pandemic within local communities
anywhere in the world.
Pandemic Period Level 4 - Clemson’s Pandemic Period Level 4 equals the World Health
Organization (WHO) Phase 6: Increased and sustained transmission in the general population.

Personal Protective Equipment (“PPE”)
PPE is equipment worn by a worker to minimize exposure to specific hazards. Examples of PPE
include respirators, gloves, aprons, fall protection, and full body suits, as well as head, eye and
foot protection. Using PPE is only one element in a complete hazard control program that would
use a variety of strategies to maintain a safe and healthy environment. PPE does not reduce the
hazard itself nor does it guarantee permanent or total protection. Personal protective equipment
should never be the only method used to reduce exposure except under very specific
circumstances because PPE may "fail" (stop protecting the worker) with little or no warning. For
example: "breakthrough" can occur with gloves, clothing, and respirator cartridges.

PHAC
Public Health Agency of Canada.
The Public Health Agency of Canada empowers Canadians to improve their health. In partnership
with others, its activities focus on preventing disease and injuries, promoting good physical and
mental health, and providing information to support informed decision making. It values
scientific excellence and provides national leadership in response to public health threats.

CMO (Public Health)
The Chief Medical Officer (Public Health) is the senior public health official for NB and is
responsible for monitoring the health of the population of NB and providing independent advice
to the ministers and public officials on public health issues. The responsibilities of the Chief
Medical Officer (CMO) are outlined in the Public Health Act. As the senior public health official
for New Brunswick, the CMO:
•

Provides independent advice to the Ministers and public officials on public health issues;
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•

•
•

Monitors the health of the population of New Brunswick and advises, in an independent
manner, the ministers and public officials on public health issues and on the need for
public health related legislation, policies and practices;
Recommends actions to improve health and wellness in NB;
Delivers reports that are in the public interest and annual reports on the health of the
population and government’s progress in achieving population health targets;

Public health emergency
A public health emergency is an official designation made by a government body. It's called
different things in different countries and is enacted by different groups therein. In the U.S., a
public health emergency (PHE) is determined by the Secretary of the Department of Health and
Human Services. Such a designation can help the government access special funds and resources
to address the emergency. Similarly, a public health emergency of international concern (PHEIC)
is a larger global designation that can be determined by the World Health Organization. The WHO
designated the novel coronavirus a PHEIC in late January 2020.
As defined by the World Health Organization (WHO), A public health emergency (the condition
that requires the governor to declare a state of public health emergency) is defined as "an
occurrence or imminent threat of an illness or health condition, caused by bio terrorism,
epidemic or pandemic disease, or (a) novel and highly fatal infectious agent or biological toxin,
that poses a substantial risk of a significant number of human facilities or incidents or permanent
or long-term disability (WHO/DCD, 2001). The declaration of a state of public health emergency
permits the governor to suspend state regulations, change the functions of state agencies.

Presumptive and confirmed cases
A presumptive case means that a local health agency has received a positive test result from a
patient. But the test needs to be validated with a second test. Provincial labs in Ontario, British
Columbia, Quebec, New Brunswick and Alberta conduct the second test whereas other provinces
need to send a sample to the National Microbiology Lab in Winnipeg.
Once two tests have come back positive, it is a confirmed case.

Quarantine
Describes separating and restricting the movement of people who may have been exposed to a
contagious disease to see if they become sick. People who are quarantined could be healthy and
are not necessarily infected.
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R0
R0, pronounced "R-naught" is a measurement used to describe the intensity of an outbreak. R0
is only used when everyone is vulnerable to a disease, meaning no one has had the disease
before, and therefore has not been vaccinated. As a result, there is no way to control the
spread. An R0 value of 1 means that each infection will cause one new infection. If it's greater
than 1, each infection will cause more than one new infection. This could create a potential
epidemic. R0 estimates for the virus that causes COVID-19 are around 2 to 3, which is slightly
higher than that for seasonal influenza (R0 ~1.2-1.3), but far lower than more contagious diseases
such as measles (R0 ~12 - 18).

Recommended Public Health Measures (Government of Canada)

Resolved
An infection case is considered resolved when a person is no longer infected with the virus.
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Self-isolation vs. quarantine vs. shelter-in-place
Self-isolation vs. quarantine vs. shelter-in-place
The terms are often used interchangeably. But health officials sometimes distinguish between
"quarantine" and "isolation," which can be both voluntary and mandatory.
Self-isolation means staying home and avoiding situations where you could come in contact
with others. You may not self-isolate in a place where they will be in contact with vulnerable
people, such as seniors and individuals with underlying health conditions. You may have been
exposed to the virus and are at risk for developing COVID-19 and passing it on to others. Selfisolation is when you have been instructed to separate yourself from others, with the purpose of
preventing the spread of the virus, including those within your home. If you are ill, you should be
separated from others in your household to the greatest extent possible.
Even if you do not have symptoms, it is recommended to self-isolate for 14 days if:
You have travelled anywhere outside of Canada (including the US).
You live with, provided care for, or spent extensive time with someone who has:
o Tested positive for COVID-19, OR is suspected to have COVID-19, OR who has
respiratory symptoms (fever, cough, or shortness of breath) that started within 14
days of travel outside of Canada.
(Adapted from source: Ottawa Public Health Self-Isolation Instructions)
•
•
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Self-Monitor vs Self-Isolate
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Self-monitoring

Self-isolation

Isolation

You have:
• no symptoms
AND
• a history of possible
exposure to the novel
coronavirus that causes
COVID-19, in the last 14
days

You have:
• no symptoms
AND
• a history of possible exposure to
the novel coronavirus due to
travel outside of Canada or
close contact with a person
diagnosed with COVID-19

You have:
• symptoms, even if mild
AND
• you have
been diagnosed with COVID19 or are waiting for the
results of a lab test for COVID19

Self-monitor means to:
• monitor yourself for 14
days for one or more
symptoms of COVID-19
• go about your day but avoid
crowded places and
increase your personal
space from others,
whenever possible

Self-isolate means to:
• stay at home and monitor
yourself for symptoms, even if
mild, for 14 days
• avoid contact with other
people to help prevent the
spread of disease in your home
and in your community in the
event you become symptomatic

To be isolated means to:
• stay at home until your Public
Health Authority advises you
that you are no longer at risk
of spreading the virus to
others
• avoid contact with other
people to help prevent the
spread of disease in your
home and in your community,
particularly people at high risk
of severe illness outcomes
such as older adults or
medically vulnerable people

You need to self-monitor if:
• you have reason to believe
you have been exposed to a
person with COVID-19
OR
• you are in close
contact with older adults or
medically vulnerable people
OR
• you have been advised to
self-monitor for any other
reason by your Public Health
Authority

You need to self-isolate if:
• you have travelled outside of
Canada within the last 14 days
OR
• your Public Health Authority has
identified you as a close
contact of someone diagnosed
with COVID-19

You need to isolate if:
• you have
been diagnosed with COVID19
OR
• you are waiting to hear the
results of a laboratory test for
COVID-19
OR
• you have been advised to
isolate at home for any other
reason by your Public Health
Authority

If you develop symptoms, isolate
yourself from others
immediately and contact your Public
Health Authority as soon as possible

If you develop symptoms, even if
mild, stay home, avoid other people and
contact your Public Health Authority as
soon as possible

If your symptoms get worse,
immediately contact your healthcare
provider or Public Health
Authority and follow their instructions

Factsheet - Government of Canada:
(Table source: Government of Canada - Know the Difference : Self-monitoring, self-isolation, and isolation for COVID-19)
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Self-monitoring
Self-monitoring is implemented when individuals are potentially exposed to the virus and
includes monitoring for the occurrence of symptoms compatible with COVID-19. If symptoms
develop, the individual should follow the recommended public health actions regarding
convalescing at home versus seeking medical care, depending on severity of symptoms and the
presence of underlying medical conditions.

Self-quarantine
The practice of isolating yourself from others until it is considered safe to return to public life. In the
case of COVID-19, people who suspect they might have been exposed to the virus should selfquarantine for 14 days.

Social distancing versus physical distancing
Social distancing measures are approaches taken to minimize close contact with others in the
community and include: quarantine and self-isolation at the individual level as well as other
community based approaches (e.g. avoiding crowding, school measures and closures, workplace
measures and closures, public/mass gathering cancellations).The World Health Organization
stressed on March 25 that it is no longer using "social distancing" in its updates. It now prefers
the term "physical distancing" to remind people to stay in touch with the elderly and other
vulnerable groups. The terms are interchangeable, and according to top health experts,
distancing means keeping at least two metres away from others.
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Social distancing
Measures designed to keep people away from crowded places where a virus could more easily
spread. In the case of COVID-19, health officials are encouraging members of the public to work
from home, cancel mass events and maintain about six feet of space between themselves and
others. A radical measure is to close most businesses and order the public to shelter at home
except for essential activities, such as purchasing food and caring for relatives, while allowing
people to go outside for a walk

State of emergency
A legal designation that allows civic leaders to request and obtain certain types of financial aid from
the government and take certain actions to protect the public.
New Brunswick
“Emergency” means a present or imminent event in respect of which the Minister or
municipality, as the case may be, believes prompt coordination of action or regulation of persons
or property must be undertaken to protect property, the environment or the health, safety or
welfare of the civil population. (NB Emergency Masures Act).
Prince Edward Island
“Emergency” means a present or imminent event in respect of which the Minister or municipality
believes prompt co-ordination of action or special regulation of persons or property must be
undertaken to protect the health, safety or welfare of people or to limit damage to property (PEI
Emergency Measures Act).

Substitution
Substitution occurs when a new chemical or substance that is less hazardous is used instead of
another chemical. It is sometimes grouped with elimination because, in effect, you are removing
the first substance or hazard from the workplace. The goal, obviously, is to choose a new chemical
that is less hazardous than the original.

Supervision Level Definitions
Direct Medical: the person is under the direct continuous clinical care of a healthcare provider in
a clinical setting (e.g. inpatient at a hospital or isolated to a government facility).
Public Health Supervision: the person is monitored directly by local public health authorities, inperson or remotely, on a regular basis (e.g. daily).
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Delegated Supervision: The local public health authority has delegated oversight to an
appropriate occupational health or infection control program at a trusted organization (e.g.
healthcare, higher education, corporation). The delegated supervisor maintains coordination
with the public health department of local jurisdiction.
Self: The person is instructed to monitor themselves for and report certain signs and symptoms
of potential illness to the healthy authority.

Viral shedding
The period of time after the virus has replicated in the host and is being emitted.

Voluntary home quarantine ("self-isolation")
Is recommended for an asymptomatic person, when they have a high risk of exposure to the virus
that causes COVID-19, (i.e., through close contact with a symptomatic person or their body
fluids). They are asked to self- isolate in the home-setting to avoid contact with others in order
to prevent transmission of the virus at the earliest stage of illness (i.e., should they develop
COVID-19).
ml/COPE491
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