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• DESCRIBE purpose of  s ec t ion of  epid em iology  
• DEFINE public  h ealth  em ergencies  
• LOCA TE inf ec t ious  d is eas e  inv es t igat ion 

proc ed ures  and th e  nec es sary resources  f or  
inf ec t ious  d is eas e  inv es t igat ion/educ ation 

• IDENTIFY expec tat ions f or  c ond uc ting  a  c as e  
interv iew to  as c ertain  need ed inf orm ation  

• EXPLORE th e public  h ealth  nurs e’s  role  in  
d etec t ing  an outbreak  or  c lus ter  of  an inf ec t ious  
d is eas e  

Learning Objectives 



PART I:  SECTION OF EPI OVERVIEW 

PART II:  RESOURCES 

PART III:  CASE INVESTIGATION PROCESS 

PART IV: OUTBREAK IDENTIFICATION 

 

Presentation Layout 



Part I:  
Section of Epidemiology 

Overview 



What is Epidemiology? 

 
 

 Study of health-related states and events (not just 
diseases)  

 
 “Epidemiology is the study of how often diseases 

occur in different groups of people and why.” 
 The BMJ. Chapter 1: What is Epidemiology. Retrieved from www.bmj.com/about-

bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology  

http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology
http://www.bmj.com/about-bmj/reousrces/readers/publications/epidemiology-uninitiated/1-what-epidemiology


What is Epidemiology: Purpose 

• Alaska Section of Epidemiology Mission Statement 
 
“The Alaska Section of Epidemiology keeps Alaskans safe 
from communicable diseases; injuries; and 
environmental, occupational, and other health hazards.” 

 



Alaska Section of Epidemiology  

Section Chief  
Joe McLaughlin 

Administration 

4 position 

Environmental 
Health 

5 positions 

Injury Surveillance 

2 positions 

HIV/STD 

13 positions 

Immunization 

18 positions 

Infectious Disease 

Medical 
Epidemiologist 

Infectious 
Disease/TB Program 

13 positions 
 (7 Nurse positions) 

Vaccine/Medication 
Depot 

2 TB med positions 



TB/Infectious Disease Program Staff 
Medical 

Epidemiologist 

Veterinary 
Epidemiologist & 

Epi Dept. Manager 
Nurse Program 

Manager 

Nurse 
Epidemiologist 

Nurse 
Epidemiologist 

Nurse 
Epidemiologist 

Nurse 
Epidemiologist 

Nurse 
Epidemiologist 

Vaccine 
Preventable 

Disease 
Coordinator 

Epi Specialist I, 
Database 

Coordinator 
Research Analyst 

II 

Admin 
Assistant 

Admin 
Assistant 

Admin 
Assistant 



TB/Infectious Disease Program 

• OUR JOB IS TO 
• Track disease trends 
• Implement control programs/interventions 
• Rapidly investigate outbreaks to reduce 

morbidity and mortality 
• Identify cause of disease/illness 
• Identify people who are at risk 
• Intervene to control, stop, or prevent the 

spread of infectious illnesses 



Reporting 

• What is Reportable? 
• Communicable diseases 
• Injuries 
• Environmental, occupational, and other 

health hazards 
• Who Reports? 

• Laboratories 
• Providers 
• Public Health Nurses 



Why Report? 

Mandated by Alaska law 



Reportable Conditions 

• Mandated by law 
 

 
• Includes infectious 

and non-infectious 
illnesses/events 

 
• Relevant laws 

linked on Epi 
website 
 

 



Why is reporting important? 

• Planning and evaluation of disease prevention 
and control programs 

• Assists in resource allocation  
• Assures appropriate medical therapy 
• Detects common-source outbreaks so 

interventions can be applied 
 

 



Infectious Disease and HIPAA 



Routine Reporting: Infectious Diseases 

• More than 45 infectious diseases/infectious disease groupings are 
reportable by health care providers 

• Disease report forms are on Section of Epi’s website 
 



Mandatory Reportable Diseases in Alaska 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/Pages/default.aspx 
 

 
         
  

 
 

 
 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/Pages/default.aspx


Reporting to the Section of EPI 

Condition Timeframe Acceptable report 
methods 

Public Health Emergencies  Immediate Phone* 

Infectious diseases  
• Sexually transmitted diseases or HIV  
• All other infectious diseases 

Within 5 days Phone*, Fax, Mail 

Firearm injuries  Within 5 days Phone*, Fax 

Occupational disease and injury  Within 5 days Phone, Fax 

Blood lead levels (link p14) 
• >5 ug/dl in persons < 18 years old 
• >10 ug/dl in persons >18 years old 

Within 1 week Phone*, Fax, Mail 

Toxic or hazardous exposures  Within 1 day Phone*, Fax 

Healthcare associated infections required to be reported to 
federal authorities  

Follow NHSN practice NHSN 



Urgent Diseases Reported to TB/ID program 

Public Health Emergencies & immediate reporting requirements 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

 



Contacting Epi Staff 

To report Public Health Emergencies call  
(907) 269-8000 

or after hours (800) 478-0084  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Give us a call if you have questions… we are here to help! 
 
 
 
 
 
 





Non-Mandatory Reporting 

Food Poisoning/Suspected Foodborne illness: 
(unknown etiology) 
• Community members and/or providers are welcome to 

report 
• Report by: 

• Sending email to InfDisease@alaska.gov 
       - OR –  
• Call Section of Epidemiology at (907) 269-8000 

mailto:InfDisease@alaska.gov


Part II:  
Resources 



http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/default.aspx 
Health Topics A-Z 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/default.aspx
http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/default.aspx


Epi Procedure Manual-MMM 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/Pages/pubs/mmm/default.aspx 
 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/Pages/pubs/mmm/default.aspx


State Public Health Lab Directory 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Labs/Pages/default.aspx 
 

Test Directory 
includes lab forms 
and how to collect 
specimens 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Labs/Pages/default.aspx


Helpful Resources/References 

Epi has, and PHN may have too: 
 
1. Control of Communicable Diseases Manual 

 
 

2. Red Book-American Academy of Pediatrics  
 
 
3. Procedures to investigate FBI. 
http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/dod/foodwater/default.aspx 
 
4. CDC-Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
https://www.cdc.gov/diseasesconditions/ 
 
5. CDC Food Safety  
https://www.cdc.gov/foodsafety/index.html 
 
 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/dod/foodwater/default.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/diseasesconditions/
https://www.cdc.gov/foodsafety/index.html


Free Online Trainings 
• Tuberculosis 

• Curry International Tuberculosis Center 
• Archived Training Videos 

• Fundamentals of TB Case Management 
• Nontuberculous Mycobacterial Infections 

• CDC 
• TB Education and Training 

• TB 101 
• Self Study Modules (#9) 

• American Thoracic Society 
• Webinar Series 

• Enteric Illness/Food & Water Safety 
• Tennessee Integrated Food Safety Centers of Excellence 
• All Integrated Food Safety Centers of Excellence 

• Various (infectious disease, environmental, gen. public health) 
• Council of State and Territorial Epidemiologists 

• Webinar Library 
• CIFOR guidelines (foodborne illness) 
 

 

http://www.currytbcenter.ucsf.edu/trainings/training-archive
https://www.cdc.gov/tb/education/default.htm
http://www.thoracic.org/members/assemblies/assemblies/mtpi/webinar-series/archive.php
http://foodsafety.utk.edu/training.php
http://www.coefoodsafetytools.org/
http://www.cste.org/?page=WebinarLibrary


Public Health Nurses & Section of Epi Staff 

 
Section of Epi is here to help! 

 
Don’t forget your colleagues and coworkers 

can be great resources as well. 
  



Part III:  
Case Investigation Process for 

PHNs 



Process for Infectious Disease Reporting 

1. Reportable illness (condition) report received by Epi from 

• Provider (by fax or call) 
        -AND/OR-  
• Laboratory (by fax, call, or automatic electronic report) 

2. Nurse epidemiologist receives & reviews 

3. Faxes case report form to public health center  

4. Public Health Center receives faxed case report form and follows internal 
procedures for documenting 

5. Case is assigned to a PHN for follow up and interview 

• All investigations are initiated within one business day of receipt of report 
using the disease-specific questionnaire , when available, found on the 
Section of Epi’s webpage 

 



Case investigation 

6. PHN makes contact with provider when needed 
• Client may not know about diagnosis yet 
• Call the provider 

• Determine if client aware of diagnosis 
• If not, what is the plan 

• Request clinical notes when needed 

7. PHN outreaches case/guardian for interview 
• Expectation is 3 outreach attempts  

• Ideally 2 phone calls and a letter 

8. Disease specific questionnaire is returned to Epi via fax with 
either: 
• interview information 
   - OR - 
• with documentation of failed outreach 

 



 
 
 
Example of a  
case report 
form received 
from Epi. 



Case Report Form: Identify the Organism 

    Salmonella! 
 

• Test names and 
results vary 
depending on 
testing.  
 

• Not all will say 
“positive”  

 
• If you have 

questions ask 
 



Preparing for the interview 

 
• Identify the tool or questionnaire  you will use for the interview:  

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/default.aspx 
 

 
 
 
• Find Salmonellosis 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/default.aspx
http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/Salmonellosis.aspx
http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/Salmonellosis.aspx


Preparing for the interview 

• Select the Salmonella Questionnaire for Public Health Professionals 
http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/Salmonellosis.aspx 

 

 
• Brush up on disease, be prepared to provide education/answer questions 

http://dhss.alaska.gov/dph/Epi/id/Pages/Salmonellosis.aspx


Interview with your client 

• Use critical thinking skills 
 
• Conduct the interview (interview tool as guide)  

• Use open ended questions 
• have a conversation 
• identify areas for expansion  
• Utilize the same motivational interviewing techniques 

that are recommended for other services (e.g. STIs, 
Vaccines, Contraception, etc.) 

 
• Documentation may vary by each Public Health Center  
 
• Documentation for Epi is the interview form 



Items of Epidemiological Importance  

 Verify the diagnosis 
 Determine if this is a public health 

emergent/urgent illness that requires immediate 
action  

  (example: measles, meningococcal disease) 

 Evaluate the extent of illness 
 Implement prevention and control measures  
  (example:  isolation until no longer infectious) 

 Identify special circumstance 
             (example: hospital, day care or school setting) 



Knowledge Check  

Case Study 



 
 
 
VPD Example 
   
Call to Public 
Health Nurse  
from Epi. 

 Dr. House called to report an 8 month 
old male with fever (102.6 F), cough, 
observed clustered/white lesions on 
the buccal mucosa and teething for 
the past 2 days.  Family just returned 
from trip to  Africa.  Patient is not 
UTD on vaccinations. 

 Diagnosis : “Koplik spots, illness 
suspicious for measles” 

  
Koplik spot  



VPD Case Investigation 

 Epi Nurse informs PHN: 
 Requested  physician obtain a nasopharyngeal swab 

for measles PCR via state lab 
 Home isolation for case, until 4 days after rash 
 Assessing pediatric office for exposures 



Knowledge Check  

What would your next 
steps be?  



Public Health Nurse 
PHN follow-up 
• Brush up on measles using one of your many resources! 

• From MMM you know: 
• ISOLATE:  

• Case for 4 days after onset of rash 
• Susceptible contacts days 5-21 post-exposure 

• INTERVIEW 
• Interview the client’s guardian using the form (found 

in the manual) 
• VACCINATE 
• REFER 

• Exposed immunocompromised and pregnant women 
to their healthcare provider(s) 
 

 



Public Health Nurse Responsibilities 

1. Attempt to determine the source of infection  
• The source may facilitate further disease transmission!  

2. Ensure that proper testing has been performed  

3. Ensure treatment has been initiated 

4. Provide education: 
• Reinforce self-isolation 

5. Identify contacts who may also have similar symptoms  
• Get their names and contact info 

6. Identify whether high risk settings exist for disease 
transmission 



Part IV:  
Outbreaks 



Outbreak and Clusters 

 
 
 Outbreak 

“Disease occurrence among a population that is in excess 
of what is expected in a given time and place.” 

 
Cluster 

“Group of cases in a specific time and place that might be 
more than expected.” 
 
 
 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Introduction to Public Health. In: Public Health 101 Series. Atlanta, GA: U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, CDC; 2014. Available at: 
http://www.cdc.gov/publichealth101/epidemiology.html(https://www.cdc.gov/publichealth101/epidemiology.html) . 

https://www.cdc.gov/publichealth101/epidemiology.html


Identifying Outbreaks & Clusters 

• Important to complete interview forms for individual 
cases 

• If there is a “yes” answer on an interview form 
question, ascertain and record the details 

 
• We may not uncover an outbreak  until after initial 

interviews have been conducted 
 

• Follow-up interviews 



Identifying Outbreaks & Clusters 

• PHNs are the eyes and ears of their community and can 
identify increasing GI complaints, etc.  

 
• The outbreak may not be for a reportable illness 

(example: norovirus) 
 
• Laboratory information can assist 

• If appropriate, recommend specimen collection 
 

• Notification from community or agency (assisted living, 
call in complaints) 
 

 



 

  
Kate Helfrich,  RN, BSN, MSN/MPH 

Nurse Consultant  II  
Section of  Epidemiology,  State  of  Alaska 

3601 C St.  Suite  540,  Anchorage,  AK 99503 
Direct  Phone:  (907)  269-8074 

Section of  Epi  Phone:  (907)  269-8000 
fax:  (907)  563-7868 

kathryn.helfrich@alaska.gov 
 

Questions 
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