
COVID-19
FAQs for Homeless Shelters and Service Providers

Updated December 4, 2020

Q: Is there assessment guidance to help me determine if my clients at a 
day/night shelter facility may be at risk for having COVID-19?

A: Yes, the Tennessee Department of Health has specific guidance for homeless shelter facilities. 
In addition, the CDC has provided guidance for homeless shelters and service providers to help 
them plan for and respond to COVID-19.

Q: Is it possible to separate sick clients from well clients in the same facility?

A: Yes, sick and well clients can be present in the same facility, BUT should be separated to the 
greatest extent possible. 

• A private room and/or bathroom should be provided for sick clients if possible.
• Designate separate areas for sick and well clients in larger shared spaces.
• In shared sleeping areas (for those who are not experiencing respiratory symptoms), 

ensure that beds or mats are at least 6 feet apart, request that all clients sleep head-
to-toe, and create physical barriers between clients with sheets or curtains.

• Limit interactions between well and sick clients in facility congregate spaces to the 
greatest extent possible.

• Ensure shelter staff or volunteers who interact with sick or potentially sick clients 
(such as intake staff) have protective equipment (such as gloves and masks) for their 
safety and to prevent transmission of sickness to well clients.

• Please refer to the Tennessee Department of Health’s specific guidance for homeless 
shelter facilities for more information, as well as the interim guidance for homeless 
service providers developed by the Seattle-King County Public Health Department.

Q: Does the Tennessee Department of Health have supplies (such as hand 
sanitizer, personal protective equipment, COVID-19 test kits) available for 
me to use at my facility?

A: No, the Tennessee Department of Health does not currently have supplies such as hand 
sanitizer, personal protective equipment, COVID-19 test kits to distribute to shelters or other 
facilities. 
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https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/health/documents/cedep/novel-coronavirus/HomelessShelterFacilitiesGuidance.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/homeless-shelters/plan-prepare-respond.html
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/health/documents/cedep/novel-coronavirus/HomelessShelterFacilitiesGuidance.pdf
https://www.commerce.wa.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Seattle-King-County-Interim-Guidance-COVID-19-Homeless-Service-Providers.pdf


COVID-19
FAQs for Homeless Shelters and Service Providers

Updated December 4, 2020

Q: Can the Tennessee Department of Health provide staff to help me assess 
my clients for COVID-19 either on-site at my shelter or at a local health 
department building?

A: No, the Tennessee Department of Health does not have staff capacity to help assess shelter 
clients either on-site or at a local health department building at this time. If you suspect a client 
has COVID-19 call your local health department immediately.

Q: My shelter relies on volunteers who help to staff the shelter and/or 
provide food.  Given “safer at home” directives can my staff and volunteers 
still provide services?

A: Yes, staff and volunteer workers who provide services at shelters and other facilities that 
provide services to the homeless are considered “essential staff” and can continue to volunteer 
at those facilities. However, staff and volunteers should adhere to any updated procedures in 
place at those facilities to keep themselves and their clients safe. The Tennessee Department 
of Health has developed an information sheet that provides guidance for homeless shelters 
and facilities to reduce the risk of transmission. 

Q: Are there guidelines for safe food preparation at my facility?

A: Yes, the Tennessee Department of Health has developed an information sheet for food 
handlers to reduce the risk of transmission. Food has NOT been identified as a likely source of 
COVID-19. However, it can be spread between employees and customers. 

Q: Should I be limiting the number of clients in a dining area to 10 or fewer 
at a time?

A: Yes, if at all possible, try to limit the number of people in a dining space to 10 or fewer.  
Staggering meal times or providing to-go meals are options.  If limiting the number of clients is 
not feasible, arrange seating so that persons are a minimum of 6’ apart.

Q: We have needs for staff/housing/supplies/transportation or other 
logistics that cannot be met at the local level. Who do we contact for 
assistance?

A: Please contact your county’s Emergency Operations Center for further assistance.  
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https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/health/documents/cedep/novel-coronavirus/HomelessShelterFacilitiesGuidance.pdf
https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/health/documents/cedep/novel-coronavirus/FoodHandlerGuidance.pdf
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Q:  If a staff member/volunteer/client tests positive or shows symptoms of 
the virus,

Who needs to quarantine? 

A: People who have had contact with a person with suspected COVID-19 should quarantine if
they were within 6 feet or less in distance for more than a few minutes. 

Should individuals quarantine who didn’t have direct contact but spent 
time in the same day/night shelter?

A: If staff/volunteers/guests spent time in the facility but did not have direct contact they do
not need to quarantine.

Q: It’s hard to tell who spent more than a few minutes in close proximity to
an individual with a suspected/confirmed case of COVID-19. Should I put the
facility on ‘lock down’?

A: Guests should ideally be moved to a non-congregant setting such as a hotel, dormitory or
other facility where each person has his/her own living/sleeping/bathroom space.

• If guests are not already in a non-congregant setting and a non-congregant setting is 
not available, they need to remain quarantined inside the facility according to TDH 
guidance and no new clients should be brought into the facility. Exceptions would be 
made if they need medical attention.

• Essential staff who are asymptomatic and do not have a positive test can work with a 
mask. Volunteers should be sent home to self-quarantine.

• Current CDC guidlines for quarantine:
• Quarantine can end after Day 10 without testing if you do not have symptoms.
• Quarantine can end after Day 7 if you do not have symptoms and if you test negative 

by PCR or antigen test after Day 5.
• You should continue to monitor yourself for COVID symptoms through Day 14.
• Mask wearing is especially important though Day 14, and should also continue 

beyond your quarantine period.
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https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/health/documents/cedep/novel-coronavirus/Isolation-QuarantineRelease.pdf
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