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A PRACTICAL APPROACH TO OUTBREAK 
INVESTIGATION IN CONGREGATE SETTINGS 



OUTBREAK INVESTIGATION STEPS

Section 1
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1. What is the (suspected) pathogen? How is it transmitted? 
2. Who is your team? Want to phone a friend? 
3. How will you collect information? 
4. What is the built environment like? 

How are people arranged in this environment? 
5. Cases: How will you define and identify cases? 
6. Contacts: Do you need to identify contacts? If so, how? 
7. Who is being affected? Who is at higher risk? 
8. What is your outbreak hypothesis?
9. What control measures could you use? 
10. Communication

Steps to investigate an outbreak in a 
congregate setting

Modified from:  Rasmussen and Goodman (Eds.), The CDC Field Epidemiology Manual, 2019 (p. 36). https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html
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1. What is the (suspected) pathogen? How is it transmitted? 

CDC Norovirus page screenshot. https://www.cdc.gov/norovirus/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/norovirus/index.html
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2. Who is your team? Want to phone a friend?

Graphic of a person on the phone (WA DOH stock image).  
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3. How will you collect information? 

Graphic of a person at a computer, looking concerned (WA DOH stock image).  
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• Physical layout 
• Air handling/ventilation 
• Water
• Sanitation 
• Cooking facilities 
• Animals/vectors 

4. What is the built environment like? 
How do people move through it? 

Graphic of an apartment building (WA DOH stock image).  
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5. Cases: How will you define and identify cases? 

Graphic of a doctor with a clipboard and paper that says “Symptoms include” (WA DOH stock image).  
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6. Contacts: Do you need to identify contacts? 
If so, how will you identify them? 

Graphic of people boarding an airplane (WA DOH stock image).  
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7. Who is being affected? Who is at higher risk? 

KUOW, Bunk beds and farm workers: Washington's new housing rules, May 15, 2020 (image of headline and photo of room with bunkbeds). 
https://www.kuow.org/stories/bunk-beds-farmworkers-why-wa-s-rules-matter

https://www.kuow.org/stories/bunk-beds-farmworkers-why-wa-s-rules-matter


8. What is your outbreak 
hypothesis?
(How/why is transmission 
occurring?)  

Image of an old-fashioned water pump. UCLA Department of Epidemiology, John Snow Pub. 
https://www.ph.ucla.edu/epi/snow/snowpub.html

https://www.ph.ucla.edu/epi/snow/snowpub.html


Ü Ü
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Biomedical tools Public health tools
• Testing
• Post-exposure prophylaxis
• Vaccines
• Treatment

• Contact tracing
• Isolation 
• Quarantine (post-exposure)
• Other restrictions/closures
• Individual protective items 

(soap, masks, condoms) 
• Behavior change
• Cleaning and disinfection
• Alter built environment

9. What control measures could you use?  

Rasmussen and Goodman (Eds.), The CDC Field Epidemiology Manual, 2019 (p. 237). https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html
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10. Communication

Who are your 
different 

audiences?

What do you 
want to tell 

them?

What is the 
best way to 
reach them?



OUTBREAK SCENARIO

Section 2
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You are sitting in your office when you receive a call from the 
hotel manager at the casino. Three customers staying at the 
hotel have complained of experiencing profuse diarrhea. One of 
these patrons was recently taken by ambulance to the local 
hospital.
The manager asks, “What do we do now?” 

Initial Situation
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You interview the 3 individuals with diarrhea. They describe 
having many episodes of diarrhea per day, with accompanying 
nausea and fever. One individual reports vomiting as well. One 
individual reports having blood in their stool. 
All 3 individuals report eating at the same restaurant at the 
casino within the last few days. However, based on your 
interviews, they did not order the same items.  

Investigation (1)
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1. What is the (suspected) pathogen? How is it transmitted? 
2. Who is your team? Want to phone a friend? 
3. How will you collect information? 
4. What is the built environment like? 

How are people arranged in this environment? 
5. Cases: How will you define and identify cases? 
6. Contacts: Do you need to identify contacts? If so, how? 
7. Who is being affected? Who is at higher risk? 
8. What is your outbreak hypothesis?
9. What control measures could you use? 
10. Communication

Steps to investigate an outbreak in a 
congregate setting

Modified from:  Rasmussen and Goodman (Eds.), The CDC Field Epidemiology Manual, 2019 (p. 36). https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html
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Foodborne Illness Complaint Forms

CDC Foodborne Illness Complaint Form:  https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/ehsnet/docs/ehs-net_foodborne_illness_complaint_form.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/nceh/ehs/ehsnet/docs/ehs-net_foodborne_illness_complaint_form.pdf
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You call the local hospital. The clinician caring for the individual 
admitted to the hospital reports that the stool culture is positive 
for Shigella sonnei. 

Investigation (2)
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• Etiology and symptoms:  Bacterial illness causing diarrhea and 
sometimes vomiting. Can cause severe illness 

• Incubation period: usually 1-3 days 
• Transmission:  fecal-oral route, small inoculating dose (10-100 

organisms). Can see sexual transmission. People can shed the 
bacteria in their stool for weeks after infection. 

• Treatment:  can be treated with antibiotics (might not be 
needed for milder cases). Often see antibiotic resistance so 
culture with susceptibilities is useful. Antibiotic treatment can 
shorten the duration of shedding. 

• Important settings for public health:  food services, 
healthcare, childcare, congregate residential settings 

What is Shigella? 
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1. What is the (suspected) pathogen? How is it transmitted? 
2. Who is your team? Want to phone a friend? 
3. How will you collect information? 
4. What is the built environment like? 

How are people arranged in this environment? 
5. Cases: How will you define and identify cases? 
6. Contacts: Do you need to identify contacts? If so, how? 
7. Who is being affected? Who is at higher risk? 
8. What is your outbreak hypothesis?
9. What control measures could you use? 
10. Communication

Steps to investigate an outbreak in a 
congregate setting

Modified from:  Rasmussen and Goodman (Eds.), The CDC Field Epidemiology Manual, 2019 (p. 36). https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html
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After learning about the shared exposure to the restaurant, you 
visit the restaurant, observe food preparation, and speak with 
employees and the manager. 

You identify one employee who recently experienced a diarrheal 
illness (but is now asymptomatic). 

Investigation (3)
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1. What is the (suspected) pathogen? How is it transmitted? 
2. Who is your team? Want to phone a friend? 
3. How will you collect information? 
4. What is the built environment like? 

How are people arranged in this environment? 
5. Cases: How will you define and identify cases? 
6. Contacts: Do you need to identify contacts? If so, how? 
7. Who is being affected? Who is at higher risk? 
8. What is your outbreak hypothesis?
9. What control measures could you use? 
10. Communication

Steps to investigate an outbreak in a 
congregate setting

Modified from:  Rasmussen and Goodman (Eds.), The CDC Field Epidemiology Manual, 2019 (p. 36). https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html
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Foodborne Illness Investigation Checklist

Washington Department of Health Foodborne Illness Investigation Field Checklist:  https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Documents/Pubs//333-
204.pdf

https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Documents/Pubs/333-204.pdf
https://doh.wa.gov/sites/default/files/legacy/Documents/Pubs/333-204.pdf
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The hotel manager informs you that 2 more individuals have 
called to complain that they are experiencing profuse diarrhea. 

Additionally, there are rumors among hotel guests and casino 
staff about an outbreak. The hotel manager asks you what to do. 

Investigation (4)
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1. What is the (suspected) pathogen? How is it transmitted? 
2. Who is your team? Want to phone a friend? 
3. How will you collect information? 
4. What is the built environment like? 

How are people arranged in this environment? 
5. Cases: How will you define and identify cases? 
6. Contacts: Do you need to identify contacts? If so, how? 
7. Who is being affected? Who is at higher risk? 
8. What is your outbreak hypothesis?
9. What control measures could you use? 
10. Communication

Steps to investigate an outbreak in a 
congregate setting

Modified from:  Rasmussen and Goodman (Eds.), The CDC Field Epidemiology Manual, 2019 (p. 36). https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/eis/field-epi-manual/index.html
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Outbreak scenario wrap-up



Questions?
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To request this document in another format, call 1-800-525-0127. 
Deaf or hard ofhearing customers, please call 711 (Washington Relay) 

or email civil.rights@doh.wa.gov. 


