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Agenda

• Announcement
• Gastrointestinal 

outbreaks in long-
term care. 



Feedback Requested

We invite you to 
complete the ATARI 
survey by December 13. 

https://redcap.medicine.wisc.edu/surveys/?s=RRKWJ8L7X8T38AMX
https://redcap.medicine.wisc.edu/surveys/?s=RRKWJ8L7X8T38AMX


To protect and promote the health and safety of the people of Wisconsin.

Prevention and control 
of acute gastroenteritis 

outbreaks
Lynn Roberts, DVM, MPH

Epidemiologist
Enteric and Waterborne Diseases Unit

Division of Public Health
December 2024
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Outline 

• Background

• Outbreak preparation

• Outbreak identification and response initiation

• Outbreak management
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Background
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Viral acute gastroenteritis outbreaks by 
exposure setting
Wisconsin, Jan. 2017 – Mar. 2023
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Norovirus
• Most common cause of enteric illness
• Member of the Caliciviridae family
oNon-enveloped viruses = harder to “kill”
oSoap and water most effective for hand hygiene
oBleach solution most effective for disinfecting surfaces
o Interpret EPA’s list of norovirus-effective products with caution 

CDC (2011). Updated norovirus outbreak management and disease prevention guidelines. Morbidity 
and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR) Recommendations and Reports, 60(RR-3), 1–18.
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History of Norovirus
• 1929: “Winter vomiting syndrome” first described
• 1968: Identified as cause of outbreak in Norwalk, Ohio
• Late 1980s: Received national attention due to large cruise ship 

outbreaks
• 1990s: Use of molecular diagnostics became more widespread
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Clinical Picture
• Median incubation: about 29 to 33 hours (1.2 to 1.4 days)
• Illness duration: 1 to 3 days (can be longer in older adults)
• Symptoms: non-bloody diarrhea, vomiting, abdominal pain, low-

grade fever
• Self-limiting illness
• Not the flu

Devasia, T., Lopman, B., Leon, J., & Handel, A. (2015). Association of host, agent and environment 
characteristics and the duration of incubation and symptomatic periods of norovirus gastroenteritis. 
Epidemiology and infection, 143(11), 2308–2314.
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Treatment
• There is no vaccine.
• There are no norovirus-specific antiviral medications.
• Severe illness is possible in elderly individuals.
• Deaths have been reported in association with outbreaks.
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Viral Shedding
• Humans are the only known reservoir.
• Virus is shed in feces and vomitus.
• Shedding can begin 24 hours before symptoms.
• Shedding can last for weeks.
• About one-third of infections are asymptomatic.
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Transfer of Norovirus
• There are up to 10,000,000 norovirus particles per gram of 

feces.
• Infectious dose can include as few as 10 virus particles.
• Norovirus can be transferred from contaminated fingers to up to 

seven surfaces.

Barker, J., Vipond, I. B., & Bloomfield, S. F. (2004). Effects of cleaning and disinfection in reducing the 
spread of Norovirus contamination via environmental surfaces. Journal of hospital infection, 58(1), 42-49.
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Transmission
• Person-to-person
oFecal-oral
oAerosolized vomitus

• Environmental
• Foodborne
• Waterborne

Chen, Y., Hall, A. J., & Kirk, M. D. (2017). Norovirus Disease in Older Adults Living in Long-Term Care Facilities: Strategies for Management. 
Current geriatrics reports, 6(1), 26–33.
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GI Outbreak Preparation
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Preparing for Outbreaks
Be familiar with guidelines and 
resources:
Wisconsin Division of Public 
Health (DPH)/ Division of Quality 
Assurance (DQA): Prevention and 
Control Recommendations For 
Viral Gastroenteritis Outbreaks in 
Wisconsin Long-Term Care 
Facilities (LTCF)

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p0/p00653.pdf
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p0/p00653.pdf
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p0/p00653.pdf
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p0/p00653.pdf
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p0/p00653.pdf
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Preparing for Outbreaks
Be familiar with guidelines 
and resources:
Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention (CDC) 
MMWR: Updated Norovirus 
management and Disease 
Prevention Guidelines

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr6003a1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr6003a1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr6003a1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr6003a1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/preview/mmwrhtml/rr6003a1.htm
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Preparing for Outbreaks
Be familiar with guidelines 
and resources:
CDC: Guideline for the 
Prevention and Control of 
Norovirus Gastroenteritis 
Outbreaks in Healthcare 
Settings

https://www.cdc.gov/infection-control/media/pdfs/Guideline-Norovirus-H.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/infection-control/media/pdfs/Guideline-Norovirus-H.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/infection-control/media/pdfs/Guideline-Norovirus-H.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/infection-control/media/pdfs/Guideline-Norovirus-H.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/infection-control/media/pdfs/Guideline-Norovirus-H.pdf
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Preparing for Outbreaks

Be familiar with guidelines 
and resources:
oDHS Norovirus fact sheet
oDHS handwashing fact 

sheet
oCDC norovirus cleaning 

instructions

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/publications/p4/p42075.pdf
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/library/collection/p-42052
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/library/collection/p-42052
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjpv9LN3I6KAxWYlIkEHTRoFo0QFnoECBoQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.publichealthmdc.com%2Fdocuments%2FCleanup%2520of%2520Norovirus%2520Poster.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3T-pVauKYzKkeK62a-DH8X&opi=89978449
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=&ved=2ahUKEwjpv9LN3I6KAxWYlIkEHTRoFo0QFnoECBoQAQ&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.publichealthmdc.com%2Fdocuments%2FCleanup%2520of%2520Norovirus%2520Poster.pdf&usg=AOvVaw3T-pVauKYzKkeK62a-DH8X&opi=89978449
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Preparing for Outbreaks

Be familiar with guidelines and resources:
oReporting and Managing AGE Outbreaks in WEDSS (Long-Term 

Care Facilities)
oThis and other info can be found on the Enterics SharePoint site

https://share.health.wisconsin.gov/ph/pca/SitePages/Enterics.aspx
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Preparing for Outbreaks
Have requisition forms and non-expired stool kits on hand
• Requisition forms from the Wisconsin State Laboratory of Hygiene 

(2017 version)
• Stool kits: Kit # 10 (Cary-Blair)
• Call WSLH customer service line for forms and stool kits, as well 

as questions about shipping and courier service: 800-862-1013
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Outbreak Identification and 
Response Initiation
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When to Suspect an Outbreak?
• An outbreak is based on symptoms, not on stool testing or 

“official” diagnoses.
• Do not wait for testing to report an outbreak or to start a 

response.
• Suspect an outbreak when three or more residents and/or staff 

experience vomiting and/or diarrhea within a 72-hour period and 
have geographic commonality.
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Clinical Features of Viral GI Illness
• Sudden onset of vomiting and/or diarrhea, which may also include:
oHeadache
oFever
oChills
oAbdominal cramps

• Common viral GI pathogens include norovirus, rotavirus, and 
sapovirus.
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Ways to Detect an Outbreak
• Maintain line lists of ill residents and staff.
• Review and track 24-hour logs for individuals with GI illness.
• Plot ill residents on a facility map to identify clusters.
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Surveillance Considerations
• Early reporting of acute gastroenteritis (AGE) is key.
• Ideally staff can monitor for and report GI illness year-round.
• Communication between staff on different shifts is essential.
• Each facility should have a surveillance mechanism in place that 

will monitor for GI illness.
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Initiation of an Outbreak Response

• Notify local or tribal health department (LTHD) and facility 
administration when an outbreak is suspected.

• The outbreak notification should include:
oNumber of ill residents and staff
oOnset dates
oSigns and symptoms of the illness 
oAny laboratory tests completed or pending
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Facility Responsibilities
• Report suspected outbreaks to LTHD.
• Create an outbreak management plan.
• Implement control measures when needed.
• Reach out to LTHD for assistance when needed.
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LTHD Responsibilities
• Report outbreaks to DPH.
• Serve as resource to the facility and assist when needed.
• Facilitate fee-exempt stool testing.
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LTHD Responsibilities
• Reporting outbreaks to DHS
oFor long-term care facility AGE outbreaks, please create a new 

acute gastroenteritis outbreak record in WEDSS as soon as 
possible after notification
Required if the outbreak has 5 or more ill
Optional if 3 or 4 ill

oAn email or phone call is not required for LTCF AGE outbreaks, 
however, please call or email if there are any questions or 
concerns
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DPH Responsibilities
• Report outbreaks to CDC.
• Provide recommendations.
• Provide technical assistance to LHD regarding outbreak 

management.
• Manage state-wide surveillance.
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Staff-Only Outbreaks
• The goal: determine if there is transmission within the facility.
• In outbreaks with only staff ill, consider the following:
oDid ill staff work within 50 hours of becoming ill?
oDo ill staff members have sick family members at home?
oDo ill staff members work in the same areas or have contact with 

the same residents?
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Outbreak Management
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Preparing a Line List
• Log of symptomatic residents and staff in the facility
• Tool to track illness within the facility during the outbreak 
• Should be used as a resource for:
o Identifying an outbreak
oManaging an outbreak
o Identifying when an outbreak is over
oConfirming when restrictions can be lifted
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Line List Considerations
• Ensure all patients who submitted lab specimens are listed
• Only include GI illnesses 
• Maintain a line list in real time 
• Fill in key pieces of information: 
oOnset and well dates
oSymptoms 
oHospitalization, death data
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Staff Management
• Staff should be excluded from work duties until free of diarrhea 

and vomiting for at least 48 hours.
• Use soap and water for hand hygiene.
• Maintain the same staff to resident assignments if possible.
• Limit staff from moving between affected and unaffected units. 
• Staff from the affected unit should deliver food to their residents.
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Resident Management
• Restrict ill residents’ activities until at least 48 hours after they are 

well.
• Evaluate the need to cancel communal meals and group activities.
• Ensure health care providers managing a symptomatic resident 

are aware.
• Discourage sharing of personal food supplies during the outbreak.
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Restriction of New Admissions 
• Upon recognition of an outbreak, consider restricting new 

admissions.
• If the outbreak is confined, consider admissions to only unaffected 

areas.                   
• Restriction of new admissions should be considered until 48 hours 

after resolution of symptoms in the last case.
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Readmissions
• The facility should consider the readmission of ill residents. 
• The appropriate infection control measures should be 

implemented. 
• The facility should inform the resident and resident’s provider of 

the outbreak.
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Cleaning and Disinfection
• Increase frequency of both
• Always clean surfaces before disinfecting
oAny organic material left on surfaces will decrease effectiveness

• Use chlorine bleach at a concentration at 3500 ppm (3/4 cup per 
gallon of water)

• Clean from low contamination to high contamination areas
• Consider steam cleaning where contamination has occurred on 

non-bleachable surfaces
• Ensure cleaning staff is aware of the outbreak
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Laboratory testing for norovirus
• Fee-exempt testing at the Wisconsin State Laboratory of 

Hygiene (WSLH)
oOutbreak must have at least 5 ill residents and/or staff

• Test method: RT- PCR test (not a culture)
oViral sequencing to determine circulating strains of 

norovirus
oKit #10 (culture and sensitivity)
oRefrigerate and ship with an ice pack

• Bacterial culture not routinely run on viral GI outbreaks
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Who and How Many to Test?
• Usually three kits
• Collect timely and representative samples
• Focus on individuals with active illness
• Test to confirm the etiology of outbreak, not to determine if an 

outbreak is occurring
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Termination of an Outbreak 
Response

• Maintain ill residents on contact precautions until 48 hour 
asymptomatic

• Maintain heightened surveillance for 7-10 days after the last ill 
person became asymptomatic

• Send a final line list to the LTHD
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Questions welcome!

Lynn Roberts, DVM, MPH
lynn.roberts@dhs.wisconsin.gov 
608-800-2803

For any questions about enteric or 
waterborne diseases or outbreaks, feel free 

to contact our unit’s shared inbox at 
DHSDPHEnterics@dhs.wisconsin.gov

608-267-7143

mailto:lynn.roberts@dhs.wisconsin.gov
mailto:DHSDPHEnterics@dhs.wisconsin.gov


Questions?
Thank you!



Email: dhswihaipreventionprogram@dhs.wisconsin.gov

Phone: 608-267-7711

Website: www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/hai/contacts.htm 

HAI Prevention Program Contacts

mailto:dhswihaipreventionprogram@dhs.wisconsin.gov
http://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/hai/contacts.htm


Regional Infection Preventionists
• Western Region: Nikki Mueller, MLS(ASCP)CM, 

MBA, CIC, Phone: 608-628-4464
• Northern Region: Anna Marciniak, MLS(ASCP), 

CIC, Phone: 608-590-2980
• Northeastern Region: Tess Hendricks, BS, MLS, 

CIC, Phone: 608-338-9071
• Southeastern Region:  

DHSWIHAIPreventionProgram@dhs.wisconsin.gov

• Southern Region: Paula Pintar, MSN, RN, ACNS-
BC, CIC, FAPIC, Phone: 608-471-0499



HAI Infection 
Prevention 
Education 
webpage

48

https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/hai/ip-education.htm
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/hai/ip-education.htm
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/hai/ip-education.htm
https://www.dhs.wisconsin.gov/hai/ip-education.htm


Upcoming HAI Education Session
Date: January 23, 2025

Topic: Infection Control Risk Assessments and 
Surveillance

49
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