
Session VI: Writing an Outbreak Report 
Discussion Guide 

 
 
Why is it important to communicate the findings of an outbreak investigation? 
 
(Discussion cues) 
The outbreak report provides details about decisions made and actions taken during the 
outbreak, including what control measures are recommended. These may be important to 
refer to during a future outbreak. The report records information or insights about the 
outbreak, such as a newly discovered transmission mechanism.  As a means of 
information sharing, reports can serve as a solid foundation for presentations at state or 
national conferences.   
 
The report also serves as a record of your performance, documents the magnitude of 
health problems, and justifies program activities. It is often useful to analyze data from 
multiple outbreaks to present a summary of outbreaks over time. Some health 
departments may want to know how many outbreaks they investigated in a given year, 
and, for instance, what types of pathogens were linked to them. Your state may 
summarize such data annually.  Reports can also be a useful internal document for 
persons conducting research or evaluation.  For example, if your department has been 
conducting multiple outbreak investigations due to Salmonella cross-contamination in the 
home, you may decide that the public needs to be re-educated about food safety practices. 
Or, someone may want to do a study about whether the number of outbreaks due to a 
specific pathogen decreased after an intervention was put in place; outbreak reports can 
then serve as research records with trend data.  
 
All of these reasons for communicating the findings help to prevent future outbreaks and 
assist in the investigation and control of similar incidents that may occur in the future. 
Public health officials may reference past outbreak reports to review the type of 
investigation, relevant findings, and important lessons learned. Epidemic Intelligence 
Officers from the CDC, who frequently travel for field investigations, review past trip 
reports as a regular part of trip preparation to learn from the mistakes of past 
investigations and take advantage of techniques that were successful. 
 
 



(Facilitator) 
What are the differences between an internal and an external outbreak report? 
 
(Discussion cues) 
Every outbreak investigation should include the writing of an internal outbreak report.  
An internal report should detail the outbreak and investigation thoroughly, including 
names of involved parties.  Internal reports provide documentation for future reference, 
as well as a record of the investigation for purposes of possible litigation.  An internal 
report doesn’t have to be as formal as an external report will be.  An external report will 
not have as much detailed information (such as names), due to confidentiality issues.   
 
If you are interested in the possible publication of your outbreak report, carefully review 
the author guidelines for the newsletter or journal that you are interested in submitting it 
to.  The CDC’s Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR), available at 
http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/, often includes published outbreak reports. 
 
 
(Facilitator) 
Who gets a copy of the outbreak report? 
 
(Discussion cues) 
The distribution of the outbreak report will depend on who was involved in the 
investigation.  Ideally, all participating agencies will get a copy of the report (e.g., 
environmental health, laboratory, etc).  Additionally, if the investigation and report was 
done at the local level, you will want to provide a copy of the report to the state health 
agency, and possibly to regional public health teams, if your state has them.  You may get 
requests for the report from the parties involved in the outbreak or from the media.  You 
should provide a copy upon request; however, you should be sure to delete any 
confidential information before dissemination. 
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