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Introduction 
During the fall and winter months, a number of respiratory viruses are known to commonly circulate in 
Ontario including influenza, respiratory syncytial virus (RSV), and rhinovirus. For the 2020-21 respiratory 
virus season, it is also anticipated that SARS-CoV-2 (the virus that causes COVID-19) will continue to 
circulate. Respiratory viruses can cause similar symptoms (e.g., fever, cough, sore throat, fatigue). For 
this reason, laboratory testing is needed to distinguish one virus from another (see Key features of 
influenza, SARS-CoV-2, and other common respiratory viruses1). 

The potential impact of SARS-CoV-2 on the spread of other respiratory viruses is uncertain, however, 
since these viruses are all transmitted in similar ways, it is possible that the public health measures 
currently in place to control the spread of COVID-19 (e.g., physical distancing, masking, travel 
restrictions) may also be effective at limiting the spread of other respiratory viruses (see Key features of 
influenza, SARS-CoV-2, and other common respiratory viruses1 for routes of transmission).  

Congregate living settings should plan for and be prepared to respond to outbreaks of any respiratory 
virus that may occur within their facility. Several resources have already been developed to assist 
congregate living settings plan for and respond to outbreaks of COVID-19 (see COVID-19 resources for 
congregate living settings2, and the Additional resources section below). This document is intended to 
supplement these existing COVID-19 resources by providing congregate living settings with additional 
information relevant to managing outbreaks of other respiratory viruses, particularly influenza.  

Key differences in managing respiratory virus outbreaks 
Outbreaks of COVID-19 and other respiratory viruses are defined slightly differently: 

 COVID-19: Outbreaks of COVID-19 are declared based on the outbreak definition relevant to the
type of facility (i.e., one or two cases of COVID-19 as per relevant Ministry guidance3).

 Influenza or other non-COVID-19 respiratory viruses: Outbreaks of influenza or other
respiratory infections are defined based on the provincial case definition.4

1 

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2020/09/key-features-influenza-covid-19-respiratory-viruses.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2020/09/key-features-influenza-covid-19-respiratory-viruses.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2020/09/key-features-influenza-covid-19-respiratory-viruses.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2020/09/key-features-influenza-covid-19-respiratory-viruses.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/novel-coronavirus/congregate-living-settings-resources#:~:text=Congregate%20living%20settings%20refer%20to,Group%20homes
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/en/diseases-and-conditions/infectious-diseases/respiratory-diseases/novel-coronavirus/congregate-living-settings-resources#:~:text=Congregate%20living%20settings%20refer%20to,Group%20homes
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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Because respiratory viruses are spread in similar ways, the approach to managing an outbreak of any 
respiratory virus is generally the same, with a few notable exceptions: 

For influenza only: 

 A vaccine is recommended annually to protect individuals from becoming infected with
influenza.

 Antiviral medications are available to treat influenza and in outbreaks, are also used to prevent
influenza infection.

For COVID-19: 

 Cohorting of residents infected with or exposed to COVID-19 is a commonly used strategy for
preventing its spread in congregate living settings.

 Although cohorting of residents can also be used in outbreaks of other respiratory viruses, this is
generally not done.

Key considerations for preparing for respiratory virus season 
Given the number of respiratory viruses that are known to circulate during the fall and winter months, it 
is possible that more than one respiratory virus may be detected during an outbreak in a facility. In the 
event that both SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) and another respiratory virus are detected in a facility, each 
outbreak is managed independently, with areas of overlap between the outbreaks identified.  For 
outbreaks of COVID-19 and influenza, specific control measures for each virus would need to be 
implemented (e.g., cohorting of residents for COVID-19, use of antiviral medication for influenza) as 
recommended by the local public health unit. 

The following outlines some key activities for congregate living settings to consider in planning for 
outbreaks of respiratory viruses, with an emphasis on influenza.  

INFLUENZA IMMUNIZATION 
In Ontario, the annual influenza vaccine is provided free of charge to all individuals six months of age or 
over who live, work or attend school in the province (see Influenza vaccines for the 2020-2021 influenza 
season5 for more details). Providing influenza vaccination to as many people as possible will be 
especially important this influenza season. Facilities should consider: 

 Encouraging and supporting all residents, staff, and essential visitors to receive the annual
influenza vaccine as early as possible. For information on where to get the influenza vaccine, see
Where to get the flu vaccine6.

 If required for your facility, keep track of residents and staff who have received their
annual influenza vaccine.

 Ensuring staff members are aware of any applicable facility policies with respect to unvaccinated
staff members working during an influenza outbreak.

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/f/2020/fact-sheet-influenza-vaccine-2020-2021.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/f/2020/fact-sheet-influenza-vaccine-2020-2021.pdf?la=en
https://www.ontario.ca/page/flu-facts#section-1
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TESTING 
If residents and/or staff in congregate living settings develop symptoms of a respiratory illness, they 
should be tested for COVID-19; they are also eligible to be tested for influenza and/or other respiratory 
viruses. If you suspect an outbreak in your facility, contact your local public health unit7 who will help to 
ensure that the appropriate tests are ordered and the PHO Laboratory COVID-19 Virus Test Requisition 
Form8 is completed correctly (Note: the PHO Laboratory COVID-19 Virus Test Requisition is preferred 
over the General Test Requisition as it includes SARS-CoV-2 testing). The requisition should be 
completed as follows: 

 The appropriate test is selected in the “Test(s) Requested“ (box 5) – either COVID-19 virus alone 
or also including other respiratory viruses;  

 “Institution/all group living settings” is selected for the Patient Setting/Type (box 7); and 

 “Investigation/Outbreak No.” (box 2) is included (if one has been provided).  

Congregate living settings should identify available options for ensuring that symptomatic residents, 
staff and/or essential visitors can get tested as quickly as possible, including: 

 On-site testing: On-site specimen collection may be organized through appropriate facility staff, 
local health care providers, assessment centres or emergency medical services. Facilities with 
the capacity to do on-site specimen collection (i.e., swabbing) should have appropriate policies 
and procedures in place (including medical directives), ensure staff are appropriately trained, 
ensure that the facility has the appropriate, non-expired specimen collection kits on-hand, and 
ensure the requisition is appropriately completed, including the information noted above.  

 Off-site testing: Facilities without the capacity to do on-site specimen collection should identify 
options to have residents, staff and/or essential visitors tested (e.g., assessment centres, 
community health centres, primary care providers). If residents, staff, or essential visitors are 
seeking off-site testing at an assessment centre, ensure they take the laboratory test requisition 
form with them, with the information completed as noted above. In addition, any health care 
provider for the home should be included in the “cc: Other Clinician or ICP” to ensure they 
receive a copy of the results. 

Ongoing testing during an outbreak is conducted as follows: 

 If an outbreak of COVID-19 is identified, all residents and staff with symptoms should be tested 
for SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19); residents and staff without symptoms may also be advised to be 
tested for SARS-CoV-2 as directed by your local public health unit.  

 If an outbreak of another respiratory virus (non-COVID-19) is identified, all residents and staff 
with symptoms should be tested for SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19). Testing for other respiratory 
viruses is generally limited to the first four samples submitted from residents and/or staff. In 
some situations, additional testing can be considered in consultation with your local public 
health unit and the Public Health Ontario Laboratory. 

USE OF ANTIVIRAL MEDICATIONS  
Antiviral medications such as oseltamivir are recommended for both treatment and prevention during 
influenza outbreaks in settings with fixed resident populations and/or limited turnover, or where the 

https://www.phdapps.health.gov.on.ca/phulocator/
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
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
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unit can be closed (e.g., long-term care homes, retirement homes, and some congregate living settings), 
particularly if the facility serves residents at high risk for influenza complications (e.g., adults 65 years of 
age and over, pregnant women and women up to four weeks after delivery, or those with underlying 
medical conditions).  

Antiviral medications are most effective when given as quickly as possible following onset of symptoms 
(for treatment purposes) or once an outbreak of influenza is confirmed (for prevention purposes).  

To ensure antiviral medications are started quickly when they are recommended by the local public 
health unit, facilities should: 

 Have a medical directive in place for the provision of antiviral medications. If this is not possible, 
obtain individual orders for residents from their physician or nurse practitioner; individual 
orders for antiviral treatment and prevention should be obtained in advance of the influenza 
season and kept in the resident’s file.  

 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. 

See Antiviral medication use during an influenza outbreak: congregate living settings9 for additional 
information on the use of antiviral medications. 

Additional resources are provided below to assist in planning for the upcoming respiratory virus season.  

If a respiratory outbreak is suspected in your facility or if a case of COVID-19 is identified, notify your 
local public health unit7 as soon as possible.  

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/f/2020/faq-antiviral-use-congregate-settings.pdf?la=en
http://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/common/system/services/phu/locations.aspx
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Additional resources 

Preparing for Respiratory Outbreaks 
Influenza vaccines for the 2020-2021 influenza season 

Antiviral medication use during an influenza outbreak: congregate living settings 

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

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

COVID-19 preparedness and prevention in congregate living settings 

Managing COVID-19 outbreaks in congregate living settings 
  

https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/f/2020/fact-sheet-influenza-vaccine-2020-2021.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/f/2020/faq-antiviral-use-congregate-settings.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/2020/09/key-features-influenza-covid-19-respiratory-viruses.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/ipac/covid-19-ipack-checklist-ltcrh.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/cong/2020/05/covid-19-preparedness-prevention-congregate-living-settings.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/cong/2020/05/managing-covid-19-outbreaks-congregate-living-settings.pdf?la=en
https://www.publichealthontario.ca/-/media/documents/ncov/cong/2020/05/managing-covid-19-outbreaks-congregate-living-settings.pdf?la=en
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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 may be reproduced without permission for non-commercial purposes only and provided 
that appropriate credit is given to PHO. No changes and/or modifications may be made to this document 
without express written permission from PHO. 

At a Glance 
An At a Glance is a brief document offering an overview of a topic or steps in a process, in a concise 
manner. 

Public Health Ontario  
Public Health Ontario is an agency of the Government of Ontario dedicated to protecting and promoting 
the health of all Ontarians and reducing inequities in health. Public Health Ontario links public health 
practitioners, front-line health workers and researchers to the best scientific intelligence and knowledge 
from around the world.  

For more information about PHO, visit publichealthontario.ca. 
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