
  

 

 

 

Decision Tree for Diarrhea Management 
This document does not substitute for clinical assessment and judgment. 

Diarrhea = >3 loose/watery stools (no solid pieces) in a <24 
hours and concern for infectious diarrhea. 

Do not test. 
Do not isolate. 

No 

Yes 

Seek MD order for stool testing/initiate & document 
contact isolation precautions (See page 2). 

NoHas patient received laxative/stool softener in 
previous 24 hours? 

Yes 

Collect and send one stool for C. difficile testing. 

Do not send C. difficile test if: 

1. Negative C. difficile test within 7 days 

Yes 

Is diarrhea likely due to laxative/stool 
softener administration? 

No 

parasitic).
Discontinue laxative & observe x 24 hours. Send 
C. difficile test earlier if strong clinical suspicion 

for C. difficile. 

Diarrhea persists? 

No 

Discontinue contact isolation 
precautions & document. 

Yes 

Positive Result Negative Result 

Clean room 
available? 

1. Bathe patient 

Continue/document appropriate 
isolation precautions based on 
pathogen. Consider testing for 
other causes of infectious diarrhea 
if appropriate, as stated above. 

Discontinue 
contact isolation 
precautions & 
document. 

Diarrhea absent 
x48 hours?NoYes 

Yes 

No 
Continue/document contact 

isolation precautions. 

Concern for infectious diarrhea? 
(including Norovirus) 

NoYes 

Initiate room cleaning process. 

C. difficile Test Results 

2. Dress patient in clean clothes 
3. Clean bed or transfer to clean bed 
4. Clean and/or discard personal items 
5. Transfer to clean room 
6. Discontinue/document contact isolation 

precaution 

2. Known positive case (do not test for cure) 

Consider testing for other causes of infectious 
diarrhea if appropriate (such as bacterial, viral, 

1. If diarrhea resolves and begins anew, place patient in contact 
isolation precautions and begin diarrhea decision tree again. 

2. Only liquid or unformed stools should be accepted. Assays 
should be ordered on patients who manifest persistent diarrhea, 
have recently received antimicrobial or antiviral therapy and not 
receiving stool softening agents or laxative. 



 

 

  
  

 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

  

C. difficile Tips 

• Use antibiotics appropriately. 

• Use contact precautions for patients with a known or suspected C. difficile Infection (CDI): 
www.cdc.gov/infectioncontrol/basics/transmission-based-precautions.html 

o Place these patients in private rooms. If private rooms are not available, they can be placed in rooms 
(cohort-ed) with other CDI patients. 

o Wear gloves and a gown when entering CDI patient rooms and during their care. 
o As no single method of hand hygiene will eliminate all C. difficile spores, using gloves to prevent hand 

contamination remains the cornerstone for preventing C. difficile transmission via the hands of 
healthcare personnel. 

o Always perform hand hygiene after removing gloves. 

• If your institution experiences an outbreak, use soap and water instead of alcohol-based hand sanitizers for 
hand hygiene after removing gloves while caring for patients with CDI. 

• Dedicate or perform cleaning and disinfection of any shared medical equipment between patients. 

• Continue CDI precautions at least until diarrhea ceases. 
o Because CDI patients continue to shed the organism for a number of days following cessation of 

diarrhea, some institutions routinely continue isolation and contact precautions for either several days 
beyond symptom resolution or until discharge, depending upon the type of setting and average length 
of stay. 

• Implement an environmental cleaning and disinfection strategy. 
o Ensure adequate cleaning and disinfection of environmental surfaces and reusable devices, especially 

items likely to be contaminated with feces and surfaces that are touched frequently. 
 Ensure daily and terminal cleaning of patient rooms. 

o Use an Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)-registered disinfectant with a sporicidal claim for 
environmental surface disinfection after cleaning in accordance with label instructions. (Note: Only 
surface disinfectants listed on EPA’s List K are registered as effective against C. difficile spores) 

Visit CDC’s C. diff website to learn more: 
www.cdc.gov/cdiff/clinicians/resources.html 

This material was prepared by Great Plains Quality Innovation Network, a Quality Innovation 
Network – Quality Improvement Organization, under contract with the Centers for Medicare & 
Medicaid Services (CMS), an agency of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 
(HHS). Views expressed in this material do not necessarily reflect the official views or policy of 
CMS or HHS, and any reference to a specific product or entity herein does not constitute 
endorsement of that product or entity by CMS or HHS. 12SOW/GPQIN/QIN-QIO-244/1122 

www.cdc.gov/infectioncontrol/basics/transmission-based-precautions.html#anchor_1564057963
www.cdc.gov/cdiff/clinicians/resources.html
https://www.cdc.gov/infectioncontrol/basics/transmission-based-precautions.html
https://www.epa.gov/pesticide-registration/list-k-antimicrobial-products-registered-epa-claims-against-clostridium
www.cdc.gov/infectioncontrol/basics/transmission-based-precautions.html
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