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Definition and management of the close contacts
with Middle East respiratory syndrome cases:
reflection and lessons in 2015 Korean outbreak

Byung Chul Chun, MD

Department of Preventive Medicine, Korea University College of Medicine, Seoul, Korea

Middle East respiratory syndrome (MERS) is an emerging zoonosis caused by the novel MERS corona virus isolated in
2012. Most MERS cases have been reported from Arab countries of the Middle East, including Saudi Arabia, United
Arab Emirates, Qatar, and Jordan. There have been a few imported cases in many countries, but the exception is Korea,
which reported 186 confirmed cases originating from one imported case in a two-month outbreak in 2015. There are
many lessons to be learned from the MERS outbreak in Korea, among them, management of contacts. The definition
of “close contact” used by the Korean Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (KCDC) for MERS response was not
clear and not compatible with the definition of the World Health Organization. This incorrect definition allowed the
KCDC make serious mistakes in contact tracing and management in the early epidemic stage of MERS. After the rapid
expansion of the outbreak, the KCDC redefined a “close contact” according to the definition of the US CDC. The total
number of close contacts was 16,693 in this outbreak, and they were all forced to conduct a self-quarantine for 14
days after the last contact with a MERS patient. It was not clear whether self-quarantine of close contacts was effective
to control the outbreak. Given the lack of prepared guidelines or a social support system for them, these measures for
the massive number of asymptomatic contacts caused a great deal of confusion in the field A clear response guideline

is needed for contact management based on robust evidence from this MERS epidemic in Korea.

Coronavirus infections; Close contact; Case definition; Self-quarantine; Self-isolation
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Table 1. Close contacts in MERS case definitions of WHO, 2012, 2013 and 2014 version

Close contacts in 2012 MERS case definition

A direct epidemiologic link in revised MERS case
definition, 2013

A direct epidemiologic link in revised MERS case
definition, 2014

Close contact includes:

Anyone who provided care for the patient
including a health care worker or family
member, or had other similarly close
physical contact

Anyone who stayed at the same place (e.g.,
lived with, visited) as a probable or
confirmed case while the case was
symptomatic.

Close physical contact

A direct epidemiological link may include:

Working together in close proximity or sharing the
same classroom environment

Traveling together in any kind of conveyance
Living in the same household

The epidemiological link may have occurred within
a 14 day period before or after the onset of illness
in the case under consideration.

A direct epidemiological link with a confirmed
MERS-CoV patient may include:

Health care associated exposure, including
providing direct care for MERS-CoV patients,
working with health care workers infected with
MERS-CoV, visiting patients or staying in the
same close environment of a individuals infected
with MERS-CoV

Working together in close proximity or sharing
the same classroom environment with individuals
infected with MERS-CoV

Traveling together with individuals infected with
MERS-CoV in any kind of conveyance

Living in the same household as individuals
infected with MERS-CoV

The epidemiological link may have occurred
within a 14-day period before or after the onset
of illness in the case under consideration.

MERS, Middle East respiratory syndrome; WHO, World Health Organization; CoV, coronavirus.
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Table 2. Prevention steps for people confirmed to have, or being evaluated for, Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus infection, Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention

Prevention step”

Explain

Stay home

You should restrict activities outside your home, except for getting medical care. Do not go to work, school, or

public areas, and do not use public transportation or taxis.

Stay home

You should restrict activities outside your home, except for getting medical care. Do not go to work, school, or

public areas, and do not use public transportation or taxis.

Separate yourself from other people in
your home

Call ahead before visiting your doctor

As much as possible, you should stay in a different room from other people in your home. Also, you should use a
separate bathroom, if available

Before your medical appointment, call the healthcare provider and tell him or her that you have, or are being

evaluated for, Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus infection. This will help the healthcare provider's
office take steps to keep other people from getting infected.

Wear a facemask

You should wear a facemask when you are in the same room with other people and when you visit a healthcare

provider. If you cannot wear a facemask, the people who live with you should wear one while they are in the

same room with you.
Cover your coughs and sneezes

Cover your mouth and nose with a tissue when you cough or sneeze, or you can cough or sneeze into your

sleeve. Throw used tissues in a lined trash can, and immediately wash your hands with soap and water.

Wash your hands

Wash your hands often and thoroughly with soap and water. You can use an alcohol-based hand sanitizer if soap

and water are not available and if your hands are not visibly dirty. Avoid touching your eyes, nose, and mouth

with unwashed hands.
Avoid sharing household items

You should not share dishes, drinking glasses, cups, eating utensils, towels, bedding, or other items with other

people in your home. After using these items, you should wash them thoroughly with soap and water.

Monitor your symptoms

Seek prompt medical attention if your iliness is worsening (e.g., difficulty breathing). Before going to your medical

appointment, call the healthcare provider and tell him or her that you have, or are being evaluated for, Middle
East respiratory syndrome coronavirus infection. This will help the healthcare provider's office take steps to keep
other people from getting infected. Ask your healthcare provider to call the local or state health department.

From Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Preventing MERS-CoV from spreading to others in homes and communities [Internet]. Atlanta: Centers for Disease Control

and Prevention; 2015 [7].

These steps are not for asymptomatic close contacts but for those who have symptoms.
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