
 

Respiratory Virus Outbreaks 
during the 2020-21 Season: 
Considerations for Public Health Planning 

Report 

October 2020 



 

Respiratory Virus Outbreaks During the 2020-21 Season: Considerations for Public Health Planning i 
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Disclaimer 

This document was developed by Public Health Ontario (PHO). PHO provides scientific and technical 

advice to Ontario’s government, public health organizations and health care providers. PHO’s work is 

guided by the current best available evidence at the time of publication.  

The application and use of this document is the responsibility of the user. PHO assumes no liability 

resulting from any such application or use. 

This document was produced specifically in response to a request from Ontario’s public health units and 

may contain confidential or proprietary information from PHO. As such, this document may not be 

shared, cited or reproduced without express written permission from PHO. No changes or modifications 

may be made to this document without express written permission from PHO. 
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Introduction 

The 2020-21 respiratory virus season may have some unique features given the potential for co-

circulation of COVID-19, influenza and other respiratory viruses. However, it is also possible that 

transmission of influenza and other respiratory viruses will be reduced during the upcoming season. The 

effective reproductive number for influenza is estimated at 1.271 indicating that it is less infectious than 

SARS-CoV-2, where the basic reproductive number was estimated at 3.32 (95% confidence limit 2.81 to 

3.82).2 It is therefore possible that effective use of public health measures such as physical distancing, 

masking and travel restrictions to control COVID-19 will also limit the circulation of influenza and other 

respiratory viruses. Supporting this concept, very little influenza activity has been noted in the Southern 

Hemisphere in the 2020 respiratory virus season.3 In addition, influenza vaccine uptake has been higher 

than usual in some countries in the Southern Hemisphere, which may also have helped limit influenza 

transmission. However, children regularly attending schools and fatigue with public health control 

measures could potentially facilitate spread of SARS-CoV-2, influenza and/or other respiratory viruses. 

Despite the possibility that influenza and other respiratory viruses may not circulate to any great extent 

in the 2020-21 respiratory virus season, it is still important to plan for and be prepared to respond to co-

circulation of SARS-CoV-2, influenza and other respiratory viruses. This planning should include settings 

that typically manage outbreaks of respiratory pathogens such as long-term care facilities, retirement 

homes and hospitals, but should also consider other settings such as shelters, group homes, correctional 

facilities and other congregate living settings that may be less familiar with managing respiratory 

outbreaks and may have fewer resources to manage outbreaks. Because of concerns regarding COVID-

19, more comprehensive monitoring and testing for respiratory illness may detect influenza and/or 

other respiratory viruses in these settings prompting a different level of public health unit involvement 

than in the past. Respiratory outbreaks are reportable to public health from institutions and public 

hospitals.4,5 Institutions, as defined in the Health Protection and Promotion Act, include a range of 

settings and “any other place of a similar nature”,6 therefore public health units may receive reports 

from a variety of congregate living settings. In this document ‘facility’ is used to describe the range of 

congregate living settings that may seek support from public health for respiratory outbreaks.  

Purpose and Methods 
This document outlines some key considerations for public health units in supporting the facilities in 

their jurisdiction to prepare for and respond to the mix of viruses that may circulate in the 2020-21 

respiratory virus season. It was developed based on a review of existing guidance and input provided by 

some public health units. It is intended to complement existing resources such as Control of Respiratory 

Infection Outbreaks in Long-Term Care Homes, 20187 and COVID-19-specific directives and guidance 

documents available on the Ministry of Health8 and Public Health Ontario9 websites.  

  

http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/novel-coronavirus
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Potential Scenarios 
A number of potential scenarios can be envisioned when considering the causative organisms of 

respiratory outbreaks in facilities with acute respiratory infection (ARI) during the 2020-21 respiratory 

virus season. Facilities should be prepared to respond to any of the following scenarios: 

 no pathogen identified  

 only influenza detected 

 only SARS-CoV-2 detected 

 only another respiratory virus detected (e.g., respiratory syncytial virus (RSV), entero/rhinovirus, 
seasonal coronaviruses, parainfluenza, metapneumovirus, adenovirus) detected 

 any combination of the above among the residents/staff tested with ARI. 
 

Gastrointestinal symptoms in residents or staff may suggest a gastrointestinal or possibly a COVID-19 

outbreak, although gastrointestinal symptoms (particularly without classic symptoms such as fever, 

cough, or shortness of breath) are a much less common presentation for COVID-19.10,11 Public health 

measures implemented to control COVID-19 will not impact the introduction of foodborne pathogens 

into facilities, therefore, in addition to general measures to prepare for COVID-19 and respiratory 

outbreaks, facilities should monitor for and be prepared to respond to enteric outbreaks (see 

Recommendations for the Control of Gastroenteritis Outbreaks in Long-Term Care Homes).12  

Key Distinctions in Managing Respiratory Outbreaks 

Table 1. Key distinctions in managing outbreaks of COVID-19, influenza and other respiratory 

viruses. 

Features Influenza 
Other respiratory viruses 

(non-influenza, non-COVID-19) 

COVID-19 

(SARS-CoV-2) 

Testing 
performed 
to detect 
the virus 

For respiratory outbreaks, 
only the first four submitted 
samples from individuals with 
ARI are generally eligible for 
testing with the full 
multiplex.a, b  

Rapid influenza testing is also 
routinely performed on the 
first four submitted samples 
submitted for respiratory virus 
testing. 

Asymptomatic residents and 
staff are not tested for 
influenza.   

For respiratory outbreaks, 
only the first four submitted 
samples from individuals 
with ARI are generally 
eligible for testing with the 
full multiplex. a,b 

Asymptomatic residents and 
staff are not tested for other 
non-COVID-19 respiratory 
viruses.  

 

Every person with 
COVID-19 symptoms13 is 
tested.c, d 

Asymptomatic residents 
and staff in the 
outbreak area are 
tested when a COVID-
19 outbreak is declared, 
as directed by public 
health.c, d   

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/Control_Gastroenteritis_Outbreaks_2018_en.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/2019_reference_doc_symptoms.pdf
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Features Influenza 
Other respiratory viruses 

(non-influenza, non-COVID-19) 

COVID-19 

(SARS-CoV-2) 

Vaccine 
available 

Vaccine recommended 
annually 

No vaccine currently 
available 

No vaccine currently 
available 

Antiviral 
medication 
use 

Neuraminidase inhibitors are 
recommended for treatment 
and prophylaxis in outbreaks 
in closed facilities.e 

Antiviral medications are not 
used in outbreak 
management. 

 

Antiviral medications 
are not used in 
outbreak management; 

Patients hospitalized 
with COVID-19 may 
receive antiviral 
treatment. 

Cohorting 
of 
residents 

Cohorting that involves 
moving residents could be 
used but is generally not done 

Cohorting that involves 
moving residents could be 
used but is generally not 
done 

Recommended and 
commonly used 

 

a. On the PHO Laboratory COVID-19 Virus Test Requisition14, the boxes for ”COVID-19 Virus” and “Respiratory 
Viruses” should be marked in the Test(s) Requested section. “Institution / all group living settings” should be 
marked in the Patient Setting / Type section. The outbreak number should be indicated on the requisition. 
 

b. Additional samples may be requested by contacting Public Health Ontario Laboratory (416-235-6556 or 1-877-
604-4567 (toll-free)), (see Additional Testing for Other Viruses section below). 
 

c. On the PHO Laboratory COVID-19 Virus Test Requisition14, the box for “COVID-19 Virus” should be marked in the 
Test(s) Requested section. “Institution / all group living settings” should be marked in the Patient Setting / Type 
section. The outbreak number or investigation number should be written on the requisition. 
 

d. For long term care facilities, see Directive #3 for Long-Term Care Homes15 under the Long-Term Care Homes Act, 
2007 for additional details.  
 

e. Closed facilities have been defined as having “a fixed residential population with limited turnover or units that 
can be closed.” Prophylaxis is recommended for long-term care and similar settings with patients at higher risk of 
influenza complications. 16 

Key Planning Considerations  
The following outlines key planning considerations for the 2020-21 respiratory virus season that public 

health units can reinforce with institutional and congregate living settings in their jurisdiction. Full 

details of planning considerations can be found in Control of Respiratory Infection Outbreaks in Long-

Term Care Homes, 20187 and COVID-19-specific directives and guidance documents available on the 

Ministry of Health8 and Public Health Ontario9 websites.  

Immunization Planning 
Providing influenza vaccination to as many people as possible will be particularly important this 

influenza season. Facilities should: 

 Consider how to facilitate vaccination of residents, staff and essential visitors, including providing 
the vaccine as soon as possible after it is available based on the age group of the residents (e.g., 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/2019-ncov-test-requisition.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/2019-ncov-test-requisition.pdf?la=en
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/directives/LTCH_HPPA.pdf
http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/novel-coronavirus
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the high-dose influenza vaccine is available for individuals 65 years of age and over). For 
additional information on the vaccines available through the Universal Influenza Immunization 
Program (UIIP), see the Ministry of Health17 and Public Health Ontario18 websites.  

 Consider how to ensure staff members are aware of any applicable facility policies with regard to 
unvaccinated staff members during an influenza outbreak. 

Monitoring  
Facilities should: 

 Be aware of the requirement to monitor residents twice daily for respiratory symptoms and 
other COVID-19 symptoms13 and to screen staff members for COVID-19 symptoms twice daily.  

 Know when and how to notify the local public health unit, including if they identify:  

 a resident, staff member or essential visitor with COVID-19, influenza or another 

respiratory virus;  

 a resident, staff member or essential visitor with exposure to COVID-19; or 

 a suspect respiratory outbreak, defined as two cases (residents, staff and/or essential 

visitors) of ARI occurring within 48 hours with any common epidemiological link (e.g., 

unit, floor).5 

Testing 
 Residents and staff members of institutional and congregate living settings with clinically compatible 

signs and symptoms of ARI4 (even with minimal symptoms) should be offered testing for COVID-19, 
influenza and other respiratory viruses as soon as possible.  

 The PHO Laboratory COVID-19 Virus Test Requisition14 should be marked as 

“Institution/all group living settings” in the Patient Setting / Type section, and “COVID-19” 

and “Respiratory Virus” in the Test(s) Requested section. The assigned outbreak number 

should be indicated in the Patient Information section.  

 Residents and staff members with other non-respiratory COVID-19 symptoms13 should have 

rapid access to COVID-19 tests.  

 The PHO Laboratory COVID-19 Virus Test Requisition14 should be marked as 

“Institution/all group living settings” in the Patient Setting/Type section, and “COVID-19” 

in the Test(s) Requested section. The assigned investigation or outbreak number should 

be indicated in the Patient Information section. 

 Facilities that do their own swabbing should have appropriate procedures and medical 

directives, ensure staff are appropriately trained and ensure that the facilities have the 

appropriate, non-expired swabs and test kits on hand.  

 Further information on laboratory testing, including test kits, is available from the PHO 

Laboratory Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) – PCR Test Information Sheet.19  

Additional information on respiratory virus testing at the Public Health Ontario 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/flu/uiip/default.aspx
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/influenza
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/2019_reference_doc_symptoms.pdf
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/2019-ncov-test-requisition.pdf?la=en
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/2019_reference_doc_symptoms.pdf
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/2019-ncov-test-requisition.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/laboratory-services/test-information-index/covid-19
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/laboratory-services/test-information-index/covid-19


 

Respiratory Virus Outbreaks During the 2020-21 Season: Considerations for Public Health Planning 5 

Laboratory is available from the Respiratory Virus Testing Update Labstract20 and the 

Respiratory Viruses Test Information Sheet. 21  

 Facilities that do not do their own testing should make plans for on-site or offsite testing, 

including ongoing testing during the outbreak if that is required.  

 Public health units may need to provide options for obtaining testing which may include 

local health care providers, assessments centres or emergency medical services.  

Preparing for Antiviral Use 
Antiviral medications are routinely recommended for treatment and prevention during influenza 

outbreaks in long-term care facilities, retirement homes and hospitals. They could also be indicated in 

influenza outbreaks in other closed facilities (settings with fixed resident populations with limited turn 

over, or where the unit can be closed), particularly if the facility houses large numbers of residents at 

high risk for influenza complications. 16 For a list of risk factors for influenza complications see Appendix 

A of Antiviral Medications for Seasonal Influenza: Information for Health Care Providers, 2019.22 It is 

important to ensure antiviral medications for treatment and prevention begin as quickly as possible 

during an influenza outbreak.  

Facilities should: 

 Develop a plan to rapidly obtain antiviral medications for treatment and prevention during an 

influenza outbreak. The plan can include having a medical directive for the provision of antiviral 

medications, or if this is not possible, the ability to obtain individual orders for residents from 

their physician or nurse practitioner. If possible, individual orders for antiviral treatment and 

prevention should be obtained in advance of the influenza season and kept in the resident’s file.  

 Note that checking creatinine clearance and dose adjustments for oseltamivir are only 

required for those known to have renal impairment, and are not required for others 

receiving the medication for treatment or prevention. 

 Ensure that health care providers can be reached rapidly in the event of an outbreak, including 

on weekends and holidays. 

 Have an arrangement with a local pharmacy to obtain antiviral medications as quickly as possible, 

including on weekends and holidays. 

Infection Prevention and Control  

(INCLUDING PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT (PPE)) 
The infection prevention and control and PPE requirements for COVID-19, influenza and other 

respiratory viruses are similar. Facilities should: 

 Review proper use of PPE and hand hygiene based on COVID-19 resources and other infection 

prevention and control resources (see Additional Resources section). 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/lab-sd-121-respiratory-viral-testing-algorithm-enhanced-surveillance-update.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/laboratory-services/test-information-index/virus-respiratory
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/q/2019/qa-antiviral-medication-influenza.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/q/2019/qa-antiviral-medication-influenza.pdf?la=en
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 Ensure sufficient supply of PPE, hand hygiene and cleaning and disinfectant products. Consider 

the amount of PPE required based on number of staff members and potential usage with and 

without an outbreak. 

 Review and reinforce cleaning and disinfection procedures, including twice daily cleaning of 

frequently touched surfaces during outbreaks. 

Planning for Cohorting 
Advise facilities to develop/review plans for cohorting of residents and staff in a COVID-19 outbreak, 

including how offsite locations can be used. See COVID-19: Cohorting in Outbreaks in Congregate Living 

Settings.23 

Planning for Staffing Shortages 
Advise facilities to consider how staffing shortages will be managed, including alternate sources of 

staffing.  

Communications 
Communications are always very important during an outbreak, but will be particularly important during 

the 2020-21 season. Facilities should consider developing/reviewing plans for: 

 Updating residents, staff, families and visitors regarding current planning. 

 Communicating to residents, staff, families and visitors in the event of an outbreak. 

 Communications to health care providers affiliated with the facility, health care facilities in the 

area, similar organizations, relevant Ministries and others in the event of an outbreak, as 

appropriate. 

 Media communications during an outbreak. 

General Outbreak Response  
Outbreak responses are generally similar for COVID-19, influenza and other respiratory viruses with the 

exceptions noted in Table 1, particularly the use of antiviral medications for influenza outbreaks and the 

emphasis on cohorting for COVID-19 outbreaks.  The general management of respiratory outbreaks is 

outlined in the Control of Respiratory Infection Outbreaks in Long-Term Care Homes, 2018.7 Some key 

features of outbreak response for the upcoming season include: 

Close Ongoing Monitoring 
Control of outbreaks will require close ongoing monitoring for symptoms in residents, staff and essential 

visitors. If an area of the facility is determined not to be affected by the outbreak (non-outbreak area), 

close monitoring of that area will be required in order to rapidly detect spread to that area. Determining 

if there is a non-outbreak area will require careful analysis and consideration of the physical layout of 

the facility and the connectivity and movements of staff, residents, and visitors. Defining the outbreak 

http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
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area as broadly as possible at the onset of the outbreak may be prudent (i.e., consider declaring the 

outbreak in the whole facility).  

Additional Testing for Other Viruses 
COVID-19 identification triggers an outbreak investigation: If an identified case of COVID-19 associated 

with the facility triggers the outbreak investigation, the public health unit will need to decide if testing 

will focus only on COVID-19 or if testing for influenza and other respiratory viruses will also be ordered.  

 Considerations to inform this decision may include the extent to which influenza and/or other 

respiratory viruses are circulating in the community, the clinical presentation of the residents and 

staff in the facility, and the test results as they become available (i.e., negative COVID-19 tests 

results in people with ARI may indicate the need to test for other viruses). 

Respiratory symptoms in residents, staff and/or essential visitors associated with the facility have 

triggered an outbreak investigation:  Only the first four submitted samples from individuals with ARI are 

generally eligible for the full multiplex and rapid influenza testing. If a non-COVID-19 virus or no virus is 

identified after testing the first four specimens from residents/staff with ARI for seasonal respiratory 

viruses and COVID-19, continue to test all symptomatic residents/staff for COVID-19.  Additional testing 

for influenza or other non-COVID-19 viruses in subsequent residents with ARI (after the first four 

specimens tested) may be considered if it assists with outbreak management.   

 The Public Health Ontario Laboratory Customer Service Centre should be contacted (416-235-

6556 or 1-877-604-4567 (toll-free)) about additional testing. If additional testing will be done, the 

tests requested should be clearly stated on the Public Health Ontario Laboratory requisition.   

Key considerations regarding additional testing during the upcoming respiratory virus season include: 

 Regardless of the identified virus or if no virus is identified in the outbreak, test for COVID-19 in 

any resident with ARI or other COVID-19 symptoms.13 

 If COVID-19 is identified in the facility, also test asymptomatic residents as per COVID-19 

guidance.8 

 For non-COVID-19 outbreaks, additional testing may be required for influenza or other 

respiratory viruses beyond the first four specimens if the outbreak continues despite control 

measures.  

 If additional cases of ARI are identified in an influenza outbreak four or more days after 

initiation of antiviral medication, additional testing may be indicated, including antiviral 

susceptibility if influenza is detected. 

 For COVID-19 outbreaks, testing for influenza or other respiratory viruses should be considered 

beyond the original four specimens if results for residents with ARI come back negative for 

COVID-19. Retesting for COVID-19 should also be considered to ensure that the test was not 

falsely negative. 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx
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 For information on testing during outbreaks with COVID-19 and another respiratory virus, 

see the testing information in the Management of COVID-19 and Another Respiratory 

Virus section. 

See the PHO Laboratory Respiratory Virus Testing Update Labstract for additional information.20  

Antiviral Medications for Influenza Outbreaks  
Rapid initiation of antiviral medications for treatment and prevention is key to the control of influenza 

outbreaks in facilities where they are indicated. Information on the use of antiviral medications are 

available on Public Health Ontario’s influenza web page.18 

 If influenza is detected in a facility where antiviral medications are recommended, consider 

initiation of antiviral prophylaxis in the potentially affected area for a suspect influenza outbreak 

(i.e., a single laboratory-confirmed case of influenza). 

Communications 
As noted above, communications are a very important element of outbreak response. Coordination of 

key messages and spokespeople between the public health unit and facility should be ensured during an 

outbreak. 

Management of COVID-19 and another Respiratory Virus 
A unique feature of the 2020-21 respiratory virus season is the potential for the same facility to have 

both outbreaks of COVID-19 plus another respiratory virus, or COVID-19 plus individuals with ARI but no 

identified organism. More than one virus may be identified at the start of the outbreak, or one or more 

additional viruses may be detected as the outbreak progresses.  In the event that there is both a COVID-

19 outbreak and another respiratory outbreak in the same facility, the priority is to manage all ill 

individuals, and prevent transmission in the affected areas with the appropriate outbreak response for 

each of the identified viruses (or for residents with ARI but no virus identified).  

The general principles for managing outbreaks with COVID-19 and another virus (or outbreaks with 

COVID-19 in some residents and other residents with ARI but no identified virus) are outlined below. 

Each outbreak is managed independently with areas of overlap between the outbreaks identified. Co-

infection with both COVID-19 and another respiratory virus in the same individual is possible, and those 

individuals should be managed for both infections.  

Declaration 
COVID-19: Declare the COVID-19 outbreak based on the outbreak definition relevant to the type of 

facility (i.e., one or two cases of COVID-19 as per relevant Ministry guidance).8 

Influenza or other non-COVID-19 respiratory viruses: Declare the influenza or other respiratory 

infection outbreak based on the provincial case definition.5 

Testing 
COVID-19 and influenza in the facility:  

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/lab-sd-121-respiratory-viral-testing-algorithm-enhanced-surveillance-update.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/influenza
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/respiratory_outbreaks_cd.pdf
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 Test all residents with ARI for COVID-19 and influenza. 

 Testing for influenza in all residents with ARI is recommended to guide cohorting and 

antiviral use.  

 Contact the Public Health Ontario Laboratory Customer Service Centre (416-235-6556 or 

1-877-604-4567 (toll-free)) prior to ordering additional influenza tests beyond the first 

four samples.  

 Test all residents with other COVID-19 symptoms 13 for COVID-19. 

 Test asymptomatic individuals in the facility for COVID-19 as per provincial testing guidance.8  

COVID-19 and another respiratory virus in the facility (non-influenza and non-COVID-19):  

 Test all residents with ARI or other COVID-19 symptoms13 for COVID-19. 

 Test asymptomatic individuals in the facility for COVID-19 as per provincial testing guidance.8  

 Additional testing for other respiratory viruses (beyond the first four samples) in individuals with 

ARI may be indicated in some circumstances following consultation with Public Health Ontario 

Laboratory, which can be arranged by contacting the Customer Service Centre (416-235-6556 or 

1-877-604-4567 (toll-free)). 

 If the other respiratory virus has been identified, consider testing of all residents with 

ARI for the other respiratory virus if that information will assist with outbreak 

management (e.g., cohorting).  

 If the other respiratory virus has not been identified, consider testing for other 

respiratory viruses in individuals with ARI.  

Line Lists and Counting Cases and Deaths 
 Line list and count cases based on the identified virus. If no virus was identified in the patient 

with ARI (e.g., COVID-19 negative, and not tested or negative for other viruses), count this case 

as part of the non-COVID-19 outbreak.  

 Count co-infected residents for each virus they are positive for (e.g., a resident co-infected with 

COVID-19 and influenza would be counted as one case of COVID-19 and one case of influenza). 

 Count deaths in co-infected residents for each virus that they are positive for (e.g., a resident co-
infected with COVID-19 and influenza who dies would be counted as a COVID-19 death and an 
influenza death). 

Defining the Outbreak Areas 
 Depending on where each virus is identified in the facility, identify outbreak areas for each viral 

outbreak.  

 These outbreak areas may be completely separate, may overlap or may include the entire facility 

for both outbreaks.  

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx
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 It is best to define the outbreak areas as broadly as possible (i.e., consider declaring the outbreak 

in the whole facility). 

Cohorting for COVID-19 Outbreaks  
 Cohort residents and staff in the COVID-19 outbreak as per usual practice based on their test 

results and exposure to COVID-19 (see COVID-19: Cohorting in Outbreaks in Congregate Living 

Settings23, and Directive #3 for Long-Term Care Homes15 under the Long-Term Care Homes Act, 

2007).  

 If feasible, consider a separate cohort for co-infected residents (e.g., residents co-infected with 

COVID-19 and the other respiratory virus identified in the outbreak). 

Antiviral Medications for Influenza Outbreaks  
Where COVID-19 and influenza outbreaks are identified in the same facility: 

 Antiviral medications for prevention and treatment are required rapidly to manage the influenza 
outbreak and are the priority control measure to implement. 

 Treat residents with ARI in the influenza outbreak area with antiviral medications if they are 

influenza positive or when influenza results are pending or influenza testing has not been done 

(regardless of COVID-19 results).  

 Residents with ARI who were started on treatment while influenza results were pending 

can be switched to the prophylactic dose if the influenza test comes back negative based 

on PCR test results. 

 Residents with ARI who were never tested for influenza should complete their treatment 

course and then be switched to the prophylactic dose until the influenza outbreak is 

declared over. 

 Antiviral prophylaxis should be provided to residents in the influenza outbreak area who have no 

ARI symptoms (regardless of COVID-19 results).  

 Continue prophylaxis until the influenza outbreak is declared over. 

Entering Outbreak Information 
COVID-19: Enter COVID-19 outbreaks in CCM based on line-listed COVID-19 cases. 

 Determine those at risk based on the COVID-19 outbreak area. 

Influenza: Enter influenza outbreaks based on aggregate counts of line-listed cases identified with 

influenza (or line listed as part of the influenza outbreak if not laboratory confirmed).  

 Determine those at risk based on the influenza outbreak area. 

Other respiratory viruses: Enter outbreaks due to other respiratory viruses based on aggregate counts 

of line-listed cases with the identified virus, or if not all residents were tested or some residents with ARI 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/directives/LTCH_HPPA.pdf
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had no identified virus, based on the case definition of the respiratory infection outbreak (i.e., those line 

listed as part of the other respiratory outbreak).  

 Determine those at risk based on the other respiratory virus outbreak area.  

 

Follow data entry guidance for respiratory outbreaks. 

Declaring the Outbreaks Over 
 The criteria used to declare the outbreaks over will be specific for areas affected by COVID-19 

and areas affected by other respiratory viruses.   

 For influenza and other non-COVID-19 viruses, see Control of Respiratory Infection 

Outbreaks in Long-Term Care Homes, 2018, pages 30 and 317;  

 For COVID-19, see sector-specific outbreak guidance on the Ministry of Health8 website.  

 Where there is overlap between the outbreak areas, general outbreak measures should continue 

until criteria are met to declare both the COVID-19 and the influenza/other respiratory virus 

outbreaks over.  However, influenza prophylaxis may be discontinued when criteria are met to 

declare the influenza outbreak over.  

  

http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx


 

Respiratory Virus Outbreaks During the 2020-21 Season: Considerations for Public Health Planning 12 

References 
1. Biggerstaff M, Cauchemez S, Reed C, Gambhir M, Finelli L. Estimates of the reproduction 

number for seasonal, pandemic, and zoonotic influenza: a systematic review of the literature. 

BMC Infect Dis. 2014;14(1):480. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2334-14-480 

2. Alimohamadi Y, Taghdir M, Sepandi M. Estimate of the basic reproduction number for covid-

19: a systematic review and meta-analysis. J Prev Med Public Health. 2020;53(3):151-7. 

Available from: https://doi.org/10.3961/jpmph.20.076  

3. World Health Organization. Influenza update - 376 [Internet]. Geneva: World Health 

Organization [modified 2020 Sep 14; cited 2020 Sep 30]. Available from: 

https://www.who.int/influenza/surveillance_monitoring/updates/latest_update_GIP_surveilla

nce/en/   

4. Ontario. Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. Appendix A: disease-specific chapters: 

respiratory infection outbreaks in institutions and public hospitals [Internet]. Toronto, ON: 

Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2019 [cited 2020 Sep 08]. Available from: 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/respiratory

_outbreaks_chapter.pdf 

5. Ontario. Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. Appendix B: provincial case definitions for 

diseases of public health significance: respiratory infection outbreaks in institutions and public 

hospitals [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2019 [cited 2020 Sep 08]. 

Available from: 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/respiratory

_outbreaks_cd.pdf 

6. Health Protection and Promotion Act, RSO 1990, c H.7, s 21. Available from: 

https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90h07#BK26 

7. Ontario Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care. Control of respiratory infection outbreaks in 

long-term care homes, 2018. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2018. Available from: 

http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_I

nfectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf 

8. Ontario. Ministry of Health; Ministry of Long-Term Care. COVID-19: guidance for the health 

sector [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2019 [modified 2020 Sep 08; cited 

2020 Sep 09]. Available from: 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx 

9. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Coronavirus 

disease 2019 (COVID-19) [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2020 [modified 

2020 Sep 08; cited 2020 Sep 09]. Available from: 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-

diseases/respiratory-diseases/novel-coronavirus 

https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2334-14-480
https://doi.org/10.3961/jpmph.20.076
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/respiratory_outbreaks_chapter.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/respiratory_outbreaks_chapter.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/respiratory_outbreaks_cd.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/respiratory_outbreaks_cd.pdf
https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90h07#BK26
http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
http://health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/RESP_Infectn_ctrl_guide_LTC_2018_en.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/2019_guidance.aspx
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/novel-coronavirus
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/novel-coronavirus


 

Respiratory Virus Outbreaks During the 2020-21 Season: Considerations for Public Health Planning 13 

10. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). COVID-19 – What 

we know so far about...symptoms [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2020 

[cited 2020 Sep 09]. Available from: https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-

/media/documents/ncov/covid-wwksf/what-we-know-symptoms.pdf?la=en 

11. Burke RM, Killerby ME, Newton S, Ashworth CE, Berns AL, Brennan S, et al. Symptom profiles of 

a convenience sample of patients with COVID-19 - United States, January-April 2020. MMWR 

Morb Mortal Wkly Rep. 2020;69(28):904-8. Available from: 

https://doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6928a2 

12. Ontario. Ministry of Health and Long-Term Care, Population and Public Health Division. 

Recommendations for the control of gastroenteritis outbreaks in long-term care homes. 

Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2018. Available from: 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/C

ontrol_Gastroenteritis_Outbreaks_2018_en.pdf 

13. Ontario. Ministry of Health. COVID-19 reference document for symptoms [Internet]. Version 

7.0. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2020 [modified 2020 Sep 21; cited 2020 Sep 30]. 

Available from: 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/2019_referenc

e_doc_symptoms.pdf   

14. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). COVID-19 virus 

test requisition [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario; 2019 [cited 2020 Sep 13]. 

Available from: https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/2019-ncov-test-

requisition.pdf?la=en 

15. Ontario. Williams DC; Ministry of Health; Ministry of Long-Term Care. COVID-19 directive #3 for 

long-term care homes under the Long-Term Care Homes Act, 2007. Issued under section 77.7 

of the Health Protection and Promotion Act (HPPA), R.S.O. 1990, c. H.7 [Internet]. Toronto, ON: 

Queen’s Printer for Ontario; 2020 [cited 2020 Sep 11]. Available from: 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/2019_referenc

e_doc_symptoms.pdf 

16. Aoki FY, Allen UD, Mubareka S, Papenburg J, Stiver HG, Evans GA. Use of antiviral drugs for 

seasonal influenza: foundation document for practitioners—update 2019. JAMMI. 

2019;4(2):60-82. Available from: https://doi.org/10.3138/jammi.2019.02.08 

17. Ontario. Ministry of Health; Ministry of Long-Term Care. 2020/2021 Universal influenza 

immunization program (UIIP) [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen’s Printer for Ontario; 2020. 

Available from: 

http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/flu/uiip/default.aspx 

18. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Influenza (flu) 

[Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2020 [cited 2020 Sep 09]. Available from: 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-

diseases/respiratory-diseases/influenza 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/covid-wwksf/what-we-know-symptoms.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/covid-wwksf/what-we-know-symptoms.pdf?la=en
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/Control_Gastroenteritis_Outbreaks_2018_en.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/oph_standards/docs/reference/Control_Gastroenteritis_Outbreaks_2018_en.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/2019_reference_doc_symptoms.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/coronavirus/docs/2019_reference_doc_symptoms.pdf
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/publichealth/flu/uiip/default.aspx
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/influenza
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/influenza


 

Respiratory Virus Outbreaks During the 2020-21 Season: Considerations for Public Health Planning 14 

19. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Coronavirus 

disease 2019 (COVID-19) - PCR [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2020 

[modified 2020 Sep 04; cited 2020 Sep 09]. Available from: 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/laboratory-services/test-information-index/covid-19 

20. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Labstract – 

November 2019: respiratory virus testing update [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for 

Ontario; 2019 [cited 2020 Sep 09]. Available from: https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-

/media/documents/lab/lab-sd-121-respiratory-viral-testing-algorithm-enhanced-surveillance-

update.pdf?la=en 

21. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Respiratory 

viruses (including influenza) [Internet]. Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2020 

[modified 2020 Mar 09; cited 2020 Sep 09]. Available from: 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/laboratory-services/test-information-index/virus-

respiratory  

22. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Antiviral 

medications for seasonal influenza: information for health care providers, 2019 [Internet]. 

Toronto, ON: Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2019 [cited 2020 Sep 09]. Available from: 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/q/2019/qa-antiviral-medication-

influenza.pdf?la=en 

23. Ontario Agency for Health Protection and Promotion (Public Health Ontario). Focus on: 

cohorting in outbreaks in congregate living settings [Internet]. 1st Revision. Toronto, ON: 

Queen's Printer for Ontario; 2020 [modified 2020 Jul 31; cited 2020 Sep 09]. Available from: 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/cong/2020/06/focus-on-

cohorting-outbreaks-congregate-living-settings.pdf?la=en 

  

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/laboratory-services/test-information-index/covid-19
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/lab-sd-121-respiratory-viral-testing-algorithm-enhanced-surveillance-update.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/lab-sd-121-respiratory-viral-testing-algorithm-enhanced-surveillance-update.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/lab/lab-sd-121-respiratory-viral-testing-algorithm-enhanced-surveillance-update.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/laboratory-services/test-information-index/virus-respiratory
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/laboratory-services/test-information-index/virus-respiratory
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/q/2019/qa-antiviral-medication-influenza.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/q/2019/qa-antiviral-medication-influenza.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/cong/2020/06/focus-on-cohorting-outbreaks-congregate-living-settings.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/cong/2020/06/focus-on-cohorting-outbreaks-congregate-living-settings.pdf?la=en


 

Respiratory Virus Outbreaks During the 2020-21 Season: Considerations for Public Health Planning 15 

Additional Resources 
Influenza Antiviral Medications 

Antiviral medication for seasonal influenza: information for health care providers, 2019 

Influenza antiviral treatment 

Antiviral medication use during an influenza outbreak: congregate living settings 

Preparing for Respiratory Outbreaks 

Influenza vaccines for the 2020–2021 influenza season 

Planning for respiratory virus outbreaks in congregate living settings 

Key features of influenza, SARS-CoV-2, and other common respiratory viruses 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)   

Putting on full personal protective equipment (video)  

Taking off full personal protective equipment (video) 

Recommended steps: putting on full personal protective equipment (PPE) / taking off personal 

protective equipment (PPE) (poster) 

COVID-19: personal protective equipment (PPE) and non-medical masks in congregate living settings  

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19): droplet and contact precautions in non-acute care facilities  

Face shields for source control of COVID-19 

Cleaning and Disinfection 

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19): cleaning and disinfection for public settings 

Hand hygiene 

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19): how to wash your hands / how to use hand sanitizer 

 Cohorting for COVID-19 

Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19): how to cohort during an outbreak of COVID-19 in a congregate 

living setting  

COVID-19: cohorting in outbreaks in congregate living settings 

Checklists 

COVID-19: infection prevention and control checklist for long-term care and retirement homes 

COVID-19 preparedness and prevention in congregate living settings 
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https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/videos/ipac-fullppe-off
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Managing COVID-19 outbreaks in congregate living settings 
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