
 

What are Noroviruses? 

Noroviruses are a group of viruses that are the most common cause of gastroenteritis (stomach bugs). In the 
past, Noroviruses have also been called ‘winter vomiting viruses’, ‘small round structured viruses’ or 
‘Norwalk-like viruses’. Some people mistakenly call it stomach flu – this “stomach flu” is not related to the 
flu (or influenza), which is a respiratory illness caused by influenza virus.  

How does Norovirus spread? 

Noroviruses are very contagious and can spread easily from person to person. Both stool and vomit are 
infectious .The virus is easily transmitted by:  

• Direct contact with an infected person who is infected and showing symptoms (for example, when 
caring for someone with illness, or sharing foods or eating utensils with someone who is ill).  

• by consuming contaminated food or water  
•  by touching surfaces or objects contaminated with norovirus, and then placing their hand in their 

mouth 

What are the symptoms? 

The symptoms start with the sudden onset of nausea followed by projectile vomiting and watery diarrhea. 
Some people may have a raised temperature, headaches and aching limbs. The symptoms usually begin 
around 12 to 48 hours after becoming infected.  Most people make a full recovery within 1-2 days, however 
some people (usually the very young or elderly) may become very dehydrated and require hospital 
treatment.  

How long are people contagious? 

People infected with norovirus are contagious from the moment they begin feeling ill to at least 3 days after 
recovery. Some people may be contagious for as long as 2 weeks after recovery. Therefore, it is particularly 
important for people to use good hand washing and other hygienic practices after they have recently 
recovered from norovirus illness. 

Why does Norovirus often cause outbreaks? 

Norovirus often causes outbreaks because it is easily spread from one person to another and the virus is 
able to survive in the environment for many days. Because there are many different strains of Norovirus, 
and immunity is short-lived, outbreaks tend to affect more than 50% of susceptible people. Outbreaks 
usually tend to affect people who are in semi-closed environments such as hospitals, nursing homes, 
schools and on cruise ships. Anywhere that large numbers of people congregate for periods of several days 
provides an ideal environment for the spread of the disease. Healthcare settings tend to be particularly 
affected by outbreaks of norovirus. Studies have shown that outbreaks are shortened when control measures 
at healthcare settings are implemented quickly, such as closing wards to new admissions and implementing 
strict hygiene measures. 

How can these outbreaks be stopped? 

Outbreaks can be difficult to control and long-lasting because norovirus is easily transmitted from one 
person to another and the virus can survive in the environment. The most effective way to respond to an 
outbreak is to disinfect contaminated areas, to institute good hygiene measures including hand-washing and 



to provide advice on food handling. Those who have been infected should be isolated for up to 48 hours 
after their symptoms have ceased. 

How is norovirus treated? 

There is no specific treatment for norovirus apart from letting the illness run its course. It is important to 
drink plenty of fluids to prevent dehydration. 

If I’m suffering from norovirus, how can I prevent others from becoming infected? 

Good hygiene is important in preventing others from becoming infected – this includes thorough hand 
washing before and after contact. Food preparation should also be avoided until 3 days after symptoms 
have gone altogether. 

Who is at risk of getting norovirus? 

There is no one specific group who are at risk of contracting norovirus, anyone can become infected with 
these viruses; it affects people of all ages. There are many different strains of norovirus, which makes it 
difficult for a person’s body to develop long-lasting immunity. Therefore, norovirus illness can recur 
throughout a person’s lifetime. In addition, because of differences in genetic factors, some people are more 
likely to become infected and develop more severe illness than others. The very young and elderly should 
take extra care if infected, as dehydration is more common in these age groups. 

Are there any long-term effects? 

People may feel very sick and vomit many times a day, but most people get better within 1 or 2 days, and 
they have no long-term health effects related to their illness. However, sometimes people are unable to 
drink enough liquids to replace the liquids they lost because of vomiting and diarrhea. These persons can 
become dehydrated and may need special medical attention. This problem with dehydration is usually only 
seen among the very young, the elderly, and persons with weakened immune systems.  

What can be done to prevent infection? 

You can decrease your chance of coming in contact with Noroviruses by following these preventive steps: 

• Frequently wash your hands, especially after toilet visits and changing diapers and before eating or 
preparing food.  

• Carefully wash fruits and vegetables, and steam oysters before eating them.  
• Thoroughly clean and disinfect contaminated surfaces immediately after an episode of illness by 

using a bleach-based household cleaner.  
• Immediately remove and wash clothing or linens that may be contaminated with virus after an 

episode of illness (use hot water and soap).  
• Flush or discard any vomits and/or stool in the toilet and make sure that the surrounding area is 

kept clean.  
• Persons who are infected with norovirus should not prepare food while they have symptoms and 

for 3 days after they recover from their illness. They should follow strict hand washing practice.  
• Food that may have been contaminated by an ill person should be disposed of properly. 

 


