
Session IV: Interviewing Techniques 
Discussion Guide 

 
 
(Facilitator) 
Listed below are three outbreak scenarios.  For each scenario, which interviewing 
method would be most appropriate (face-to-face, telephone, mailed, web-based)?  Why? 
 

 
1. An outbreak of Salmonella at a wedding reception that you hypothesize was 

caused by a food item.  Guests at the reception came from all across the country 
and most have since returned home. 

 
2. An outbreak of Legionnaire’s disease in a long-term care facility that you 

hypothesize is due to exposure to water from a cooling tower. 
 
3. An outbreak of gastrointestinal illness at a large university that you hypothesize 

may be due to an ill food handler. 
 

 
(Discussion cues) 
Scenario 1 is ideally suited to a telephone interview.  In most cases, the bride and groom 
will have a list of guests and the phone numbers of those in attendance.  Face-to-face 
interviews would be very difficult, as many reception attendees are from across the 
country and have returned home.  Web-based interviews might be a possibility, but 
because weddings tend to have pretty diverse attendance, it is not safe to assume that all 
attendees will have Internet access or be computer savvy enough to complete a web-
based interview.  Because this is an outbreak investigation and time is of the essence in 
determining the cause, mailed questionnaires are not a viable option. 
 
Scenario 2 is best suited to face-to-face interviews.  Your audience is in one location, 
making access to respondents easy.  Additionally, depending on the population in the 
facility, it may be useful to have facility staff or family members on hand to assist in the 
completion of the interview (i.e., act as proxy respondents).  Telephone interviews might 
be an option, but depending on the condition of the residents of the long-term care 
facility, they may not be feasible.  Web-based questionnaires will probably not be 
effective in this situation due to a likely lack of computer/Internet access and computer 
knowledge.  And, as with scenario 1, mailed questionnaires would not be a viable option 
as time is of the essence in investigating an outbreak. 
 
Scenario 3 is best suited for web-based questionnaires.  A university will be a highly 
technology-driven environment, where most students will have a personal computer and 
most if not all will have e-mail and Internet access.  Telephone interviews are also an 
option here, but due to the rarely-at-home nature of college students, it may take some 
time to track down respondents.  Additionally, it may be difficult to access valid 
telephone numbers on students (especially if they use a cellular phone as their primary 



telephone).  Face-to-face interviews will encounter similar problems as telephone 
interviews, including difficulty in reaching students to set up an interview and finding 
time in the students’ schedules to conduct the interview.  Mailed interviews, again, are 
not going to be a viable option, as timeliness is necessary in an outbreak investigation. 
 
 
 
(Facilitator) 
Listed below are three responses to the question “Are you still experiencing diarrhea?”  
Provide an example of a clarification, a probe, or feedback that could be used.  Try to 
think of one correct use of each technique. 
 

 
Respondent 1:  “I’m not sure.” 
 
Respondent 2:  “I definitely had diarrhea last Tuesday.” 
 
Respondent 3:  “Yes.” 
 

 
(Discussion cues) 
In the situation with respondent 1, you could clarify the question for the respondent.  For 
example, you could say, “For the purposes of this survey, we consider diarrhea to be 3 or 
more loose bowel movements in a 24-hour period.”  If this does not work, you can give 
the respondent more time to think about it or as a last resort, move to the next question. 
 
Respondent 2 has given an irrelevant answer.  Try to redirect him/her with the most 
neutral probe, repeating the question. 
 
Respondent 3 gave a straightforward response.  You could simply move on to the next 
question, or try giving some neutral feedback such as “I see.”  Let’s pretend that this 
respondent is a control and you believe that the respondent should not be having diarrhea.  
If you said something like “Are you sure?” that would be an example of very poor 
interviewer technique.  Not only is it leading the respondent, but it also implies that you 
don’t believe him/her. 
 
 
 



(Facilitator) 
You are responsible for coordinating the interviews for a large outbreak.  Due to the 
number of interviews that need to be conducted, you have pulled in staff from several 
areas who are not familiar with interviewing.  What topics will you want to be sure to 
cover in an interviewer training?  What materials might you provide to the interviewers? 
 
(Discussion cues) 
Although time is of the essence in conducting an outbreak investigation, interviewer 
training is a crucial component that should not be left out, especially in a situation where 
you are using inexperienced interviewers.   
 
There are several things you should cover in an interviewer training.  You should first 
provide interviewers with an overview of the outbreak situation and review the purpose 
of the questionnaire.  Interviewers should also be informed of the respondent selection 
process – often times, respondents will ask the interview how they got their contact 
information.  A majority of the training should focus on the questionnaire – how to use it, 
the intent and meaning of each question, and how to record or code responses.  You will 
also want to discuss how the interviewer should respond to questions from the 
respondents.  In terms of logistics, you will want to tell interviewers the hours during 
which it is acceptable to call, how to track their calls, how many times they should call a 
prospective respondent, whether they should leave a message if they get an answering 
machine, and what to do with completed questionnaires.  Finally, you will want to 
discuss confidentiality of the interviews and questionnaires. 
 
At the training, you might want to provide materials to the interviewers in a manual (what 
exactly is included in a manual will depend on the outbreak situation).  You might 
include a calendar to help keep dates straight, a map of a facility, or guidelines related to 
but not directly associated with the outbreak (for example, a copy of vaccination 
guidelines if you are investigating an influenza outbreak) that might be useful if there are 
questions.  Also, you might create a list of frequently asked questions and answers that 
can be used by interviewers as a quick reference tool.  Interviewers might also find it 
useful to have some background information available on the outbreak – the organism, an 
epi curve, etc. 
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