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1 Purpose 

This document is to detail Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust’s system for the 
management of outbreaks of infections amongst patients and/or staff. It provides a 
robust system to ensure a consistent approach across all clinical areas of the 
organisation.  

Outbreaks of infection vary greatly in extent and severity. It is impossible to provide a 
detailed policy to cover all eventualities. Consequently this document gives the 
general procedure to be followed. 

 
The purpose of this document is to inform and guide staff on the management of 
outbreaks of infection amongst patients and/ or staff and to ensure the organisation 
stays compliant with The Health and Social Care Act 2008, Code of Practice for the 
Prevention and Control of Health Care Associated Infections. 
 
This policy applies to all Trust staff that work or interact with clinical wards and 
departments. 
 
Implementation of this policy will ensure that outbreaks of infection are managed with 
regard to patient and staff safety while minimising disruption to Trust services. 

2 Definitions   

2.1 Outbreak  

Outbreak is normally characterized by a cluster of similar infections occurring 
in one area of the Trust within a concentrated period of time. This cluster may 
be as few as two persons (e.g. gastrointestinal disease). In exceptional 
circumstances one case of a particular infection constitutes an outbreak (e.g. 
legionella) 

2.2 Serious Incident Requiring Investigation (SIRI)  

An accident or incident when a patient, member of staff (including those 
working in the community) or member of the public, suffers serious injury, 
major permanent harm or unexpected death in hospital, other health service 
premises where NHS care is provided and where actions of health service 
staff are likely to cause significant public concern.  

In the case of outbreaks a SIRI will be undertaken when the outbreak causes 
significant disruption to operational capacity. 

2.3 Outbreak definition 

A case definition is a set of criteria for determining who should be classified 
as a case.  The Infection Prevention and Control team will form a case 
definition once an outbreak has been declared. 

The case definition will conclude four components: 

 Well defined clinical symptoms (with or without laboratory confirmation) 

 Information relating to time (timing of onset of symptoms) 
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 Persons affected 

 The place or location where the outbreak has or is occurring 

2.4 Case 

A case is a person exhibiting symptoms consistent with the outbreak 
definition. This can be a patient, resident, staff member, carer, or visitor. 

3 Responsibilities  

Any personnel who note shortfalls within this policy should highlight these directly to 
their manager. The line manager should forward any such concerns to the Infection 
Control Team in writing. 

3.1 Role of the Chief Nurse 

The Chief Nurse is responsible for: 

 Acting as a second point of contact to support 

 Ensuring that a replacement main contact is identified should the 
original author be re-deployed or leave the organisation 

3.2 Ward/ Divisional Matrons and Managers 

 Ward/ Divisional Matrons and  Managers are responsible for 
implementation of this policy in their area and should read and 
understand the contents of this policy.  

 This includes alerting IP&C Dept to potential outbreaks and when 
requested from IPCT to be part of an outbreak control committee. 

3.3 Infection Prevention and Control Team 

The Infection Prevention & Control Team are responsible for ensuring the 
provision of education and clarification to support the utilisation of this policy 
prior to and following implementation when requested to do so by the 
Divisional Nurses,  Ward Manager Departmental Manager in charge of the 
areas to which these statements apply unless specifically stated otherwise in 
the text. 

3.4 Role of Nurse/Midwife in charge 

Inform Infection Prevention and Control of potential outbreaks in their ward, 
inform Clinical Site manager or Duty manager out of hours of potential 
outbreaks of infection, take initial control measures and follow instructions by 
the Infection Prevention & Control team and ensure that the outbreak charts 
are kept up to date. 

 

 3.5 The Infection Prevention and Decontamination Group (IPDG) 

Monitoring compliance with the policy 

Ensuring that the policy is approved after review and prior to publishing 
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4 Contacting the Infection Prevention and Control Team  

The Infection Prevention and Control Team can be contacted in hours on 01271 
322680 (ext. 2680 internal at North Devon District Hospital), via bleep 011 or out of 
hours by contacting the on-call Medical Microbiologist via North Devon District 
Hospital switchboard. 

5 Outbreak of Infection  

5.1 Assessment, Management and Control 

The member of staff who suspects there is an outbreak of infection amongst 
patients and/ or staff must contact the Infection Prevention and Control Team. 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team will identify an outbreak definition 

The members of the Infection Prevention and Control Team will devise a plan 
and involve relevant departments (e.g. for a case of Legionnaires disease, the 
Facilities Department would be involved). 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team, normally through the Infection 
Prevention and Control Nurses, will give relevant instructions to staff on 
outbreak control, to include environmental and patient care measures.  

During periods of suspected or confirmed outbreak local staff will be required 
to provide ongoing accurate verbal information and written documentation on 
all cases to the IPCT. 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team will advise on outbreak 
restrictions or closure of an area dependent upon the nature of the outbreak. 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team will monitor the outbreak on at 
least a daily basis. 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team will attend the  tactical meeting(s) 
to provide an update on the outbreak. 

The Infection Control Doctor and/ or Consultant Microbiologist will be 
responsible for advising on treatment of individual patients in consultation with 
the Consultant or GP in charge of the patient. 

 

Restricting movement of patients around the organisation is a key component 
of outbreak control. It is considered to be beneficial to outbreak control to 
postpone non-essential procedures or investigations for a short period. 
However patients requiring urgent medical treatment or investigations that 
cannot be delayed can be transferred for that care. The urgency of the 
intervention must be assessed by the local medical team caring for the 
patient.  Advice on inter-departmental transfer and infection control 
precautions can always be sought from IPCT. 

The person in charge of the area will be responsible for ensuring that all staff 
and visitors who are visiting the area are aware of outbreak control measures 
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appropriate to the nature of their visit.  This involves adherence to standard 
precautions which include: 

 Effective and timely hand decontamination. 

 Wearing appropriate personal protective clothing. 

 Safe disposal of clinical waste. 

 Decontamination of equipment and the environment. 

  
Depending on the nature of outbreak, the IPCT may advise on additional 
measures and personal protective equipment 

 
The Infection Prevention and Control Team will be responsible for deciding 
when an outbreak has finished and giving instructions on standing down 
outbreak control measures, including environmental cleaning according to the 
nature of the outbreak. 

5.2 Communication 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team will communicate events to the 
following personnel who are then charged with the responsibility of informing 
others on a need-to-know basis: 

 Consultant Microbiologist/DIPC/ICD 

 Duty Manager  

 Clinical Site Manager (Bleep 500 holder) 

 Chief Nurse/DIPC 

 Medical Director 

 Director of Operations 

 Chief Executive 

 Communications Officer 

 Divisional matrons and clinical matrons  

 Manager of the affected area (e.g. senior nurses, matrons, community 
nurse team leaders, ward and department managers) 

 Hotel Services Management Team and Domestic Supervisors 

 Senior Clinicians of the affected area(s) 

 Procurement Manager 

 Facilities Management Team 

 Occupational Health Team 

 Consultant in Communicable Disease Control, Devon Health Protection 
Unit/Public Health 

 Environmental Health 

 Other relevant personnel not otherwise listed above 
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It is at the discretion of the Infection Prevention and Control Team when and 
how the above personnel should be informed and the level of information 
provided. 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team will keep the personnel listed 
above informed on the progress of the outbreak at the level agreed with both 
parties; normally this will be update email on a daily basis. 

The Director of Infection Prevention and Control (DIPC)/ the Infection 
Prevention and Control Team and Communications Officer will liaise to 
assess the need for a press release to be produced. 

The Director of Infection Prevention and Control (DIPC)/ the Infection 
Prevention and Control Team will identify if the outbreak fulfills the criteria for 
a SIRI and report accordingly through the Investigations manager of the 
Corporate Governance Department to external agencies. 

In the event of an outbreak which has a significant impact on the running of 
the organisation, an Outbreak Committee may be convened.  Members of 
such a committee will be taken from personnel identified above and external 
agencies as required.  

In the event of an outbreak which presents a serious threat to the health of 
the community, service disruption, or causes (or is likely to cause) personnel 
to require special arrangements to be implemented by hospitals (includes 
Trust and non-Trust), external health and social agencies, ambulance 
services or commissioners, the Trust’s Major Incident Plan may be 
implemented.    

5.3 Outbreak Review and Reporting 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team will write a report on the outbreak 
and inform the Infection Prevention and Decontamination Group of any 
actions required resulting from the review of the outbreak. 

The Infection Prevention and Control Team will discuss any 
recommendations as necessary with relevant personnel. 

6 Monitoring Compliance with and the Effectiveness of 
the Policy 

6.1 Standards/ Key Performance Indicators 

 Annual reducing number of bed days lost to outbreaks – monitored 
through IPDG monthly dashboard. 

6.2 Process for Implementation and Monitoring Compliance and 
Effectiveness 

 After final approval, the author will arrange for a copy of the policy to be 
placed on the Trust’s intranet.  The policy will be referenced on the home 
page as a latest news release. 
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Information will also be included in the Chief Executive’s Bulletin which is 
circulated electronically to all staff. 

Line managers are responsible for ensuring this policy is implemented across 
their area of work. 

Monitoring compliance with this policy will be the responsibility of the Infection 
Prevention & Control Team 

7 Equality Impact Assessment  

Table 1: Equality impact Assessment 

Group 
Positive 
Impact 

Negative 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

Comment 

Age   X  

Disability   X  

Gender   X  

Gender Reassignment   X  

Human Rights (rights 
to privacy, dignity, 
liberty and non-
degrading treatment), 
marriage and civil 
partnership 

  X  

Pregnancy   X  

Maternity and 
Breastfeeding 

  X  

Race (ethnic origin)   X  

Religion (or belief)   X  

Sexual Orientation   X  
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