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Infectious Diseases: Lessons Every Nurse Should Know 

Infectious diseases remain one of the most enduring and complex challenges in health 
care. Despite remarkable advances in medicine, technology and public health, 
infectious diseases continue to shape clinical practice, strain health systems, and 
place patients, communities and healthcare workers at risk.  

For nurses, understanding infectious diseases is not an abstract academic exercise—it 
is a daily, practical responsibility that influences every aspect of care, from hand 
hygiene and vaccination conversations to outbreak response and patient education. 

This article explores key infectious disease lessons every nurse should know, drawing 
on current Australian and international public health guidance. It focuses on practical 
nursing implications, reinforces foundational principles, and highlights the nurse’s role 
as clinician, educator, advocate and safeguard within the health system. 

 

Understanding Infectious Diseases: The Basics Still Matter 

Infectious diseases are caused by pathogenic microorganisms such as bacteria, 
viruses, fungi and parasites. They are transmitted through a variety of routes including 
contact, droplet, airborne, foodborne, waterborne and vector-borne pathways. While 
the mechanisms of disease transmission are well known, the reality of clinical practice 
shows that breakdowns in basic infection prevention and control remain a leading 
cause of healthcare-associated infections. 

One of the most important lessons for nurses is that fundamentals save lives. 
Consistent hand hygiene, appropriate use of personal protective equipment (PPE), 
environmental cleaning and adherence to standard and transmission-based 
precautions remain the most effective strategies for preventing the spread of infection. 
These measures are not optional or secondary tasks; they are core nursing 
responsibilities embedded in safe, high-quality care. 
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Nurses must also understand the difference between colonisation and infection. Not all 
exposure leads to illness, and not all microorganisms cause disease. However, 
colonised individuals may still transmit infectious agents, particularly in healthcare 
environments where patients are vulnerable due to age, comorbidities or 
immunosuppression. 

 

The Chain of Infection: Breaking the Links 

A central concept in infectious disease control is 
the chain of infection, which includes the 
infectious agent, reservoir, portal of exit, mode of 
transmission, portal of entry and susceptible host. 
Infection occurs when all links in the chain remain 
intact. The nurse’s role is to deliberately interrupt 
one or more of these links. 

Everyday nursing actions—such as cleaning 
shared equipment, isolating symptomatic patients 
promptly, and educating patients about cough 
etiquette—directly disrupt transmission pathways. 
This reinforces an important lesson: infection 
prevention is not confined to infection control 
teams. It is a shared responsibility, and nurses are 
at the frontline of breaking the chain. 

 

Vaccine-Preventable Diseases: Advocacy Is a Nursing Skill 

Vaccination is one of the most effective public health interventions ever developed. Yet 
vaccine-preventable diseases such as measles, influenza, pertussis and hepatitis 
continue to cause outbreaks, hospitalisations and preventable deaths. Declining 
vaccination rates and misinformation have re-emerged as significant public health 
threats. 

Nurses play a pivotal role in vaccination delivery and advocacy. This includes 
administering vaccines safely, monitoring for adverse reactions, maintaining cold chain 
integrity, and providing clear, evidence-based information to patients and families. 
Importantly, nurses are often the most trusted health professionals when patients are 
uncertain or hesitant. 

A key lesson for nurses is that vaccine conversations are clinical interventions. 
Respectful communication, active listening and factual reassurance can significantly 
influence vaccination decisions. Nurses must remain informed about current 
immunisation schedules, contraindications and disease risks to support informed 
consent and promote community protection. 



Creator: Sue Walker RN, BN, BN (ADMIN), MPHC, MACN for the online library at the  
Public Health Perspective Conference January 2026 

Page 3 of 8 

Infectious Diseases Across the Lifespan and Settings 

Infectious disease risk is not evenly distributed. Infants, older adults, people with 
chronic illness, pregnant women and immunocompromised individuals are at higher 
risk of severe disease and complications. Similarly, certain environments—such as 
aged care, hospitals, schools, correctional facilities and remote communities—present 
increased transmission risks. 

Nurses must adapt infection prevention strategies to the context of care. For example, 
gastrointestinal outbreaks in residential care require rapid isolation, enhanced cleaning 
and clear communication with families. In acute care, invasive devices such as urinary 
catheters and intravenous lines demand meticulous aseptic technique to prevent 
bloodstream and urinary tract infections. 

The lesson here is adaptability. One-size-fits-all approaches do not 
work. Nurses must apply principles flexibly while maintaining 

consistency with evidence-based guidelines. 

 

Emerging and Re-Emerging Infectious Diseases 

The global experience of COVID-19 reinforced what nurses have long known: infectious 
diseases evolve, and health systems must be prepared to respond rapidly. Emerging 
and re-emerging diseases—including novel influenzas, antimicrobial-resistant 
organisms and zoonotic infections—pose ongoing threats. 

For nurses, this highlights the importance of surveillance, early recognition and 
escalation. Identifying unusual symptom clusters, reporting concerns promptly and 
adhering to updated guidance are critical components of outbreak prevention and 
response. Nurses are often the first to notice patterns at the bedside, making clinical 
vigilance a powerful public health tool. 

Another key lesson is that uncertainty is part of infectious disease practice. 
Guidance may change as evidence evolves. Nurses must be comfortable working with 
ambiguity while maintaining professional judgement, ethical practice and patient 
safety. 

 

Antimicrobial Resistance: A Quiet but Growing Crisis 

Antimicrobial resistance (AMR) is one of the most significant global health threats of the 
21st century. Misuse and overuse of antibiotics have contributed to resistant organisms 
that are harder to treat, prolong hospital stays and increase mortality. 
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Nurses play a crucial role in antimicrobial stewardship. This includes administering 
antimicrobials correctly, monitoring for effectiveness and adverse effects, advocating 
for timely review of therapy, and educating patients about completing prescribed 
courses when appropriate. 

A critical lesson is that every antibiotic decision matters. Stewardship is not about 
withholding treatment; it is about ensuring the right drug, dose, duration and indication. 
Nursing vigilance supports safer prescribing and better outcomes. 

 

Communication, Education and Trust 

Infectious diseases generate fear, misinformation and stigma. Clear, compassionate 
communication is therefore a core nursing skill. Patients may 
feel anxious about isolation, testing, vaccination or potential 
exposure. Families may struggle with visitation restrictions or 
conflicting information. 

Nurses are uniquely positioned to translate public health 
guidance into practical, understandable advice. Education 
about hygiene practices, symptom monitoring and prevention 
strategies empowers patients and reduces transmission 
beyond healthcare settings. 

The lesson here is simple but powerful: trust is built through 
consistency and clarity. Nurses who communicate calmly 
and confidently can reduce anxiety and improve adherence to infection control 
measures. 

 

Ethical Practice and Professional Responsibility 

Infectious disease management raises ethical challenges, including balancing 
individual autonomy with public safety, managing resource constraints, and protecting 
healthcare workers while delivering care. Nurses must navigate these issues within 
professional standards, organisational policies and public health legislation. 

Professional responsibility includes maintaining personal immunisation status, staying 
home when unwell, and complying with infection prevention protocols. These actions 
protect patients, colleagues and the wider community. 

An important lesson is that professionalism extends beyond direct patient care. 
Nurses are role models for safe practice and public health responsibility. 
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Lessons for the Future 

Infectious diseases will continue to shape nursing practice. Climate change, global 
travel, urbanisation and population ageing are likely to increase both the frequency and 
complexity of outbreaks. Preparing for this future requires ongoing education, system-
level investment and a strong nursing voice in public health planning. 

For nurses, the enduring lessons remain clear: master the fundamentals, stay informed, 
communicate effectively, and recognise the profound impact of everyday actions. 
Infection prevention is not a single task—it is woven into the fabric of nursing practice. 
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Reflective Questions 

Infectious Diseases: Lessons Every Nurse Should Know 

1. Reflecting on Knowledge and Awareness 

https://www.health.vic.gov.au/public-health/infectious-diseases-guidelines-and-advice
https://www.health.vic.gov.au/public-health/infectious-diseases-guidelines-and-advice
https://www.healthdirect.gov.au/vaccine-preventable-diseases
https://www.who.int/teams/immunization-vaccines-and-biologicals/diseases
https://www.who.int/teams/immunization-vaccines-and-biologicals/diseases
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Question: 
Which aspects of infectious disease prevention discussed in this article were already 
embedded in your daily practice, and which areas highlighted gaps or opportunities for 
improvement? 

Reflection prompt: 

Consider your current understanding of transmission routes, vaccination principles, or 
antimicrobial stewardship. Identify at least one area where your knowledge has been 
reinforced and one area where further learning may be required. 

 

2. Applying Infection Prevention Fundamentals 

Question: 
How consistently do you apply standard and transmission-based precautions in your 
current role, particularly during busy or high-pressure situations? 

Reflection prompt: 

Reflect on a recent clinical scenario where time pressure or workload may have 
influenced infection control practices. What strategies could support safer, more 
consistent practice in similar situations? 

 

3. Breaking the Chain of Infection 

Question: 
In what ways does your nursing role contribute to breaking the chain of infection, both 
directly and indirectly? 

Reflection prompt: 

Think beyond hand hygiene alone. Consider patient education, equipment handling, 
environmental awareness, and communication with colleagues. How do your actions 
reduce infection risk for patients and staff? 

 

4. Vaccine Advocacy and Communication 

Question: 
How confident do you feel discussing vaccine-preventable diseases and immunisation 
with patients, families, or colleagues? 

Reflection prompt: 

Reflect on a vaccination conversation you have had recently. What worked well, and 
what challenges did you encounter? How might you strengthen your communication to 
support informed decision-making? 
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5. Recognising Risk Across Different Settings 

Question: 
How does infectious disease risk present differently in your current clinical setting 
compared with other healthcare environments? 

Reflection prompt: 

Consider factors such as patient vulnerability, environmental constraints, staffing 
patterns, or access to resources. How does this influence your infection prevention 
priorities? 

 

6. Responding to Emerging and Re-Emerging Diseases 

Question: 
How prepared do you feel to recognise and respond to an emerging or unfamiliar 
infectious disease in your workplace? 

Reflection prompt: 

Reflect on your awareness of escalation pathways, surveillance processes, and 
outbreak management procedures. What actions would you take if you noticed a 
concerning pattern of symptoms or infections? 

 

7. Antimicrobial Stewardship in Nursing Practice 

Question: 
What role do you play in supporting appropriate antimicrobial use within your scope of 
practice? 

Reflection prompt: 

Consider medication administration, patient education, monitoring for effectiveness, 
and communication with prescribers. Identify one practical action you can take to 
strengthen antimicrobial stewardship. 

 

8. Communication, Trust and Patient Experience 

Question: 
How do your communication skills influence patient understanding and adherence to 
infection prevention measures? 

Reflection prompt: 

Reflect on how you explain isolation precautions, testing, or hygiene measures to 
patients and families. How do you balance clarity, reassurance and empathy? 
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9. Professional Responsibility and Ethical Practice 

Question: 
How do professional obligations—such as personal immunisation, staying home when 
unwell, and following infection control protocols—shape your identity as a nurse? 

Reflection prompt: 

Consider how your actions model professional behaviour for colleagues, students or 
patients. How do these responsibilities contribute to public trust in nursing? 

 

10. Learning for Future Practice 

Question: 
What is one specific change or improvement you will make in your practice as a result of 
engaging with this article? 

Reflection prompt: 

Identify a realistic, achievable action related to infection prevention, education, 
advocacy or leadership. Describe how this change may improve patient safety or care 
quality. 

 


