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About This Resource 

Purpose 

Outbreaks of infectious illnesses can spread rapidly in care settings due to the close 
contact between residents, staff and visitors. Early recognition, prompt reporting and 
effective infection prevention measures are essential to help reduce the spread of 
infection and protect vulnerable individuals. 

This resource provides an overview of how outbreaks may occur, the importance of 
recognising the early signs and symptoms, and the role every member of staff plays in 
supporting outbreak prevention and management. It is intended to raise professional 
awareness and reinforce good infection prevention practices within care environments. 

 

Suitable For 

This guide is suitable for: 

• Residential Care Homes  
• Nursing Homes  
• Home Care Services  
• Supported Living Services  
• Healthcare Assistants  
• Senior Care Staff  
• Team Leaders  
• Domestic and Housekeeping Staff  
• Catering Staff  
• Anyone working within adult social care  

 

Learning Objectives 

After reading this resource, you should understand: 

• What is meant by an outbreak in a care setting.  
• Why outbreaks can spread quickly in health and social care environments.  
• The importance of recognising the early signs of infectious illness.  
• Your responsibilities for reporting concerns promptly.  
• How good infection prevention practices help reduce the spread of infection.  
• Why following your organisation's outbreak procedures is essential for 

protecting residents, colleagues and visitors.  

 



Important Information 

This resource provides professional awareness only and should always be used 
alongside your employer's infection prevention and control policies, outbreak 
management procedures, local health protection guidance and current legislation. 

If you suspect an outbreak or notice unusual patterns of illness, follow your 
organisation's reporting procedures immediately and seek guidance from your manager 
or designated infection prevention lead. 

 

What is an Outbreak? 

An outbreak occurs when two or more people in the same setting develop the same 
infectious illness within a short period of time, or when there is an unexpected increase 
in cases of infection above what would normally be expected. 

Care settings can be particularly vulnerable to outbreaks because residents often live 
in close proximity, may share communal areas and can have underlying health 
conditions that make them more susceptible to infection. 

Early recognition and prompt action are essential to help minimise the spread of 
infection and protect everyone within the service. 

 

Common Causes of Outbreaks 
Outbreaks in care settings may be caused by a range of infectious illnesses, including: 

• Norovirus (vomiting and diarrhoea)  
• Seasonal influenza (flu)  
• COVID-19  
• Respiratory infections  
• Foodborne illnesses  
• Other viral or bacterial infections  

Infections can spread through direct person-to-person contact, contaminated hands, 
shared equipment, respiratory droplets or contaminated food and surfaces. 

Maintaining good infection prevention practices every day helps reduce the risk of 
transmission. 

 



Recognising the Early Warning Signs 
Staff should remain alert to signs that may indicate an outbreak is developing, such as: 

• Several residents or staff becoming unwell within a short period.  
• An increase in vomiting or diarrhoea.  
• A number of people developing similar respiratory symptoms.  
• Unexplained fever affecting several individuals.  
• Increased staff sickness with similar symptoms.  
• Concerns raised by colleagues, healthcare professionals or visiting clinicians.  

Recognising these patterns early allows managers to begin appropriate outbreak 
procedures without unnecessary delay. 

 

Your Role as a Care Worker 
Every member of staff has an important role in helping to prevent and manage 
outbreaks. 

You should always: 

• Follow your organisation's infection prevention and control procedures.  
• Report concerns or unusual patterns of illness immediately to your manager.  
• Practise effective hand hygiene before and after every care activity.  
• Use appropriate personal protective equipment (PPE) when required.  
• Follow cleaning and environmental hygiene procedures.  
• Stay away from work if advised to do so when experiencing symptoms of an 

infectious illness.  
• Support residents with reassurance while maintaining dignity, privacy and 

person-centred care.  

Prompt reporting and consistent infection prevention practices can significantly reduce 
the impact of an outbreak and help protect residents, colleagues and visitors. 

 

 

 

 



Professional Standards Checklist 

Preventing and managing outbreaks is a shared responsibility. Every member of staff 
plays an important role in protecting residents, colleagues and visitors by following safe 
working practices and reporting concerns promptly. 

Use this checklist to reflect on your own practice: 

☐ I understand the signs that may indicate an outbreak is developing. 

☐ I report unusual patterns of illness or symptoms immediately. 

☐ I follow my organisation's infection prevention and control procedures. 

☐ I practise effective hand hygiene throughout my working day. 

☐ I use Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) correctly when required. 

☐ I help maintain a clean and hygienic environment. 

☐ I understand my responsibility to help prevent the spread of infection. 

☐ I know where to find my organisation's outbreak management procedures. 

 

Key Messages 
• Early recognition and prompt reporting are essential for controlling outbreaks.  
• Good hand hygiene remains one of the most effective ways to reduce the spread 

of infection.  
• Every member of staff has a responsibility to follow infection prevention 

procedures.  
• Outbreak management requires teamwork, communication and consistent safe 

practice.  
• Protecting vulnerable people begins with following everyday infection control 

measures.  

 

 

 



Final Reminder 
Outbreaks can develop quickly in care settings, but early action and good infection 
prevention practices can significantly reduce their impact. By remaining vigilant, 
following your organisation's procedures and reporting concerns without delay, you 
help protect the health, safety and wellbeing of everyone within the service. 

Good infection prevention is not only about responding to outbreaks—it is about 
maintaining safe working practices every day to reduce the risk of infection and 
promote high-quality care. 

 

Continue Your Professional Development 
FlexiLearnHub provides a growing library of professional online training courses and 
free Knowledge Hub resources to support continuing professional development across 
the care, catering and hospitality sectors. 

Visit www.flexilearnhub.com to explore our latest courses, professional guidance and 
downloadable resources. 
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Copyright & Disclaimer 

© 2026 FlexiLearnHub. All rights reserved. 

This resource has been produced by FlexiLearnHub to support professional awareness 
and continuing professional development within care settings. It may be downloaded, 
printed and shared in its original, unaltered format for personal, educational and 
workplace training purposes. It must not be modified, reproduced for commercial gain, 
sold or republished without the prior written permission of FlexiLearnHub. 

Information within this guide is intended as general awareness and should always be 
used alongside current legislation, organisational policies, professional guidance and 
individual care plans where applicable. 

 


