
COVID-19 Critical Intelligence Unit: Hospital visitor policies    

 1 

In brief 

Hospital visitor policies             28 January 2022                              

 

Summary 
• The purpose of hospital visitor policies is to organise care, promote patient and family wellbeing, 

and in pandemics limit the spread of infection and reduce the use of personal protective 
equipment.1, 2 

• Hospital visitor policies may include restricting visitors, requiring visitor registration and screening, 
and limiting visitor movement. Key organisations such as the World Health Organization and the US 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommended restrictions on visitors during COVID-19 
in certain circumstances.3, 4 

• Visitor restrictions may have a negative impact on the wellbeing of patients and family members 
and increase the workload of healthcare workers. 

• Peer reviewed and grey literature is mostly limited to descriptive studies with no evaluation of 
outcomes. 

• Visitor management technology, including mobile applications and QR-code check in, facilitates 
real-time monitoring of visitors and a clear record of contacts. 

Background 
Limiting the number of visitors to hospitals is an effective strategy for the prevention of potential 
exposure and spread of COVID-19.5 Many hospitals around the world barred or limited visitors during 
peak pandemic periods, with varying requirements for mask-wearing, hand hygiene, and COVID-19 
screening or testing. Visitor registration systems or management software may be used to screen and 
track visitors. 

Evidence 
Policies during COVID-19 

Peer reviewed literature 

• A tertiary hospital in Singapore required all visitors to register entry and exit using the national 
digital contact-tracing tool. Over an 8-week period, all visitors intending to visit for more than 30 
minutes had to provide a negative rapid antigen test on the day of their visit. COVID-19 was 
identified in less than 0.01% of visitors.6 

• In a hospital in China, maintaining a visitor record and setting visitor limits was recommended for 
the post-pandemic period.7 

• Visitor policies in Canadian hospitals during COVID-19 restricted visitors and limited visitor 
movement within facilities.8 

• The University Hospitals of Geneva developed the ExpectingU app to monitor visitor access using 
QR codes. The app helped accelerate visitor verification and improved visitor flow.9 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8576054/
https://jidc.org/index.php/journal/article/view/34516413/2582
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8244673/
https://ebooks.iospress.nl/doi/10.3233/SHTI210119
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• A review of evidence from low- and middle-income countries recommended restrictions on visitors, 
screening for symptoms, and visitor logs.10 

• A visitation management plan developed in Taiwan included: access control of visitors; restricted 
visiting hours; limits on the number of visits and visitors; quarantine checkpoints; mask-wearing and 
hand hygiene.11 

• Some hospitals in Taiwan developed reservation systems for visitors using mobile applications and 
Google forms. The Taiwanese government also allowed medical staff to access the travel records 
of visitors through the National Health Insurance system.12 

• A large academic medical centre in Taiwan deployed a computerised system for registration of 
ward visitors comprised of three parts: online registration form; registration database; and entrance 
check-in interface. The system facilitated real-time monitoring of visitors and a clear record of 
contacts.13 

• A review of practical approaches to hospital visitation during the pandemic suggests a stepwise 
approach to reduce anxiety, limit distress and prevent moral injury.14 

• There is some evidence that limitations on visitors may have a negative impact on patients, families 
and healthcare workers care and wellbeing and increase workload for healthcare workers.15-17 

• A review of the consequences of visitor restrictions reported physical and mental health impacts on 
patients. These included reduced nutrition intake, decreased activity, increased reporting of 
physical pain and symptoms, loneliness, depressive symptoms, reduced cognitive ability and 
overall dissatisfaction.18 

• The impacts on healthcare workers included the burden of ethical dilemmas, learning new technical 
skills to facilitate social interaction, increased demand for communication with families, and 
providing social support to family members and patients.18 

• A review of 65 hospital visiting policies in the US reported setting-specific exceptions to visitor 
restrictions. These included paediatrics, obstetrics/gynaecology, emergency department, 
behavioural health, inpatient rehabilitation, surgery, and outpatient clinics. A number of hospitals 
also permitted visitors with a ‘unique status’, for example faith leaders.19 

• In the US, visitor restriction policies take into account the requirements of the Rehabilitation Act 
1973 that patients with cognitive impairment or intellectual disability have adequate support 
including visiting caregivers where required.19 

Grey literature 

• The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends non-American facilities restrict 
visitors during periods of widespread community transmission and screen for symptoms. 
Recommendations vary depending on the level of community transmission or patient COVID-19 
status but may include: 

o designating a visitors’ entrance 
o providing alternatives for patient interaction, including remote communications 
o scheduling visits 
o restricting movement of visitors 
o limiting visitors to COVID-19 patients who are isolated to essential visitors, including those 

providing patient care and/or caring for paediatric patients.3 
• The World Health Organization also recommends limiting visitors and maintaining a visitor log.4 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7957238/
https://journals.lww.com/qmhcjournal/Fulltext/2021/01000/Healthcare_Failure_Mode_and_Effect_Analysis.9.aspx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7199773/
https://journals.lww.com/jcma/Fulltext/2020/06000/Deployment_of_a_computerized_ward_visitor.13.aspx
https://aacnjournals.org/ajcconline/article/30/4/302/31425/A-Practical-Approach-to-Hospital-Visitation-During
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8423989/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8465762/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8465762/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7437486/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8196532/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33729198/
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/hcp/non-us-settings/hcf-visitors.html
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/331495/WHO-2019-nCoV-IPC-2020.3-eng.pdf
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• The Public Health Agency of Canada published visitor restriction recommendations prepared by the 
National Advisory Committee on Infection Prevention and Control including: 

o limiting visitors to essential only 
o limiting visitor movement 
o mask wearing and hand hygiene 
o screening all visitors.2 

• An article on visitor management in hospitals and healthcare facilities outlines visitor management 
technology, such as contactless QR-code check-in, to promote safety and security, as well as 
facilitate COVID-19 contact tracing.20 

Policies in non-COVID-19 settings 
Peer reviewed literature 

• A rapid review of hospital intensive care visiting policies found that policies should be based on 
patient outcomes and used as guidelines rather than rules.21 

• A children’s hospital in Cincinnati implemented visitor restrictions during the peak winter respiratory 
season. Families were required to identify a fixed list of up to six nonparent, nonlegal guardian 
visitors. A 37% reduction in healthcare acquired respiratory viral infections was reported following 
the restrictions.22 

• Two neonatal intensive care units in the UK reported restricting visitors to parents only during a 
worldwide pandemic resulted in a 39% reduction in nosocomial viral respiratory tract infections in 
neonatal patients.23 

• A Hematopoietic Stem Cell Transplant unit policy of restricting visitors under 12 years of age to 
reduce transmission of community respiratory viruses to patients did not result in a decrease in the 
rate of transmission.24 

• Age-based restrictions, limiting the number of visitors, hand hygiene and visitor screening for 
paediatric patients may reduce transmission of healthcare-associated viral infections.25 

• A guidance statement from the Society for Healthcare Epidemiology of America recommended: 
o isolation precautions for hospital visitors may not be practical for parents or guardians with 

extended stay in a patient’s room 
o family members who have had extended household exposure to a patient’s respiratory or 

airborne illness should not be required to wear masks or respirators. Visitors without 
extensive exposure should wear masks or avoid visiting 

o visitors having contact with multiple patients should use personal protective equipment.26 
 

Grey literature 

• An article on the benefits and drawbacks of open and restricted visiting hours concluded blanket 
restrictions on visiting are incompatible with person-centred care but some restrictions may be 
warranted to protect patient interests.27 

• A blog on hospital visitor management outlines six ‘best practices’: 
o document all entrances and develop a plan for how to secure them 
o implement a visitor management system to capture visitor details 
o require all visitors to wear a visitor badge 
o provide clear information and communication 
o use watch lists to screen guests 
o use visitor data mining to identify visitor trends.28 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8244673/
https://www.hospitalhealth.com.au/content/facility-admin/article/the-importance-of-visitor-management-in-hospitals-and-healthcare-facilities-1552580055
https://monashhealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Rev-ICU-visiting-hrs_25.5.15-Distributed.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7124220/
https://erj.ersjournals.com/content/53/3/1801874
https://www.ajicjournal.org/article/S0196-6553(17)30378-4/fulltext#relatedArticles
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6946222/
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/infection-control-and-hospital-epidemiology/article/isolation-precautions-for-visitors/D28E9E3A17B5181A8D387F4AEB34A19F
https://www.nursingtimes.net/clinical-archive/patient-experience/the-benefits-and-drawbacks-of-open-and-restricted-visiting-hours-12-11-2018/
https://www.thresholdsecurity.com/blog/6-hospital-visitor-management-techniques-to-keep-your-facility-secure/
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• Some healthcare facilities use visitor management software to screen, badge and track every visitor 
and vendor. Visitor registration systems should: 

o be automated and easy to use 
o integrate visitor management software with other systems 
o capture a variety of visitor data e.g. who the guest is visiting, destination (floor, ward, 

building), and category of visitor (patient visitor, vendor, contractor, volunteer) 
o create automatic alerts e.g. maximum visitor limits 
o enable long-term visitor badges for family members 
o support customisation 
o consider self-registration kiosks.29, 30 

 
To inform this brief, PubMed and Google searches were conducted using terms related to hospital visitor policies 
and COVID-19 or NOT COVID-19 on 1 December 2021. A further search was conducted using terms related to 
hospital visitor policies and wellbeing on 27 January 2022. 
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