
Interview Techniques Script

Slide 1 Introduction

Slide 2 What will be covered 

In this part of the training, we will discuss the purpose of interviews during an outbreak investigation, preparing for the interview, conducting an interview, common components of interviews, and trouble shooting.

Slide 3 Purpose of the interview

The purpose of the interview during an outbreak investigation is to collect symptom information from ill persons, identify additional ill persons, and to collect exposure information from ill and well persons. The information gathered during interviews can then be used to characterize the outbreak, identify the source of infection, choose control measures to implement, stop the spread of disease, and prevent future outbreaks. 

Slide 4 Types of interviews

Interviews can be conducted by phone, in-person, individual interview, group interview, or online survey. The most common during an outbreak are phone and in-person. Occasionally, interviews are done in a group setting if all members of the group are comfortable sharing their information with the group, such as in a family. Online surveys are used when there is a large number of people to be interviewed, email addresses for the cohort are available, and the group is comfortable using email.

Slide 5 Getting ready: The Supplies 

When the health department notifies you an outbreak has occurred, you’ll receive  the interview form. The interview form is the questionnaire which you will use during the interview. It can be a disease-specific case investigation, or outbreak-specific questionnaire. Sometimes a hypothesis-generating questionnaire, or shotgun questionnaire, is used. This is a long questionnaire that asks about a lot of exposures. This is used when you have patients with the same pathogen but you do not know what their common exposure was. 
Review the questionnaire and ask questions before beginning interviews. It may also be helpful to do a couple practice runs. 

Make sure you also have a calendar on hand so you can help the interviewee recall the time period for the exposure. It may be helpful to note events or holidays near the exposure period. For example, people are better able to identify their onset or exposure dates if they can compare it to something else on their calendar---such as the Super Bowl, Mother’s Day, etc.

Make sure you have a pen or pencil and a phone. A headset may be particularly helpful, so both hands are free to take notes and access supplies during the interview. In some cases, the health department will supply a phone for interviewing. If you are calling from your personal phone, make sure the number is blocked. Have some water nearby, too.

Slide 6 Getting ready: The Situation

Be familiar with the disease in question, including incubation period, routes of transmission, signs and symptoms, and treatments. Be familiar with the circumstances of the outbreak, including event, food recalls, and media coverage. Often times the outbreak has received media attention. It is helpful to have read the same media coverage that interviewees have. If the outbreak occurred at a specific event, learn as much as you can about that event. 

Slide 7 Your conduct matters

During an interview, make sure you project confidence and concern. Speak slowly and enunciate clearly. Avoid using jargon and acronyms. “I’m calling about the campy FBI at the RFE” probably won’t make any sense to the typical interviewee. Instead, say “Im investigating illness from a bacteria called campylobacter among coworkers who ate at the same restaurant”. Smile or convey a friendly attitude over the phone. 

Slide 8 Getting started on the phone

“Do not call” lists do not apply to public health. If someone is on a “do not call” list, you will reach a number stating “this number does not take calls from solicitors”. Press 1 to prove you are a human, then enter your work number or the health department number. The investigation team will decide in advance if interviewers will leave message. Leave a message only if it is a private line, and leave general information and a call back number. For example, I might leave a message that sounds like this: “Hi, this message is for John Doe. My name is Rachel and I’m calling from the health department to talk to people who attended The Smith Wedding last weekend. I’d like to talk to you regardless of whether you became sick or not. Please call me at 123-456-7890.”

Slide  9 Starting on the Right Food

Start the interview on the right food by introducing yourself and the agency you are working for. Explain the purpose of the call. Assure confidentiality. Provide an estimated length of time for the interview. Make sure this time is reasonable and honest. Offer to call back at a better time if the interviewee is concerned about the amount of time or is rushed. Before speaking to minors, obtain parental or guardian permission. Often, if interviewing a minor, a parent will also participate in the interview or sit in on the phone call. For teens, the parent may choose not to participate. 

Slide 10 

Ooops! So maybe things aren’t going as smoothly as you thought. These are some common initial responses: 

How did you get my name?

I don’t take calls from solicitors.

I’m on the do not call list.

It’s okay. I’m his mother. Just ask me.

How do I know you’re who you say you are?

Slide 11 Answers to tough questions

Let’s take a moment to discuss how you can respond to these questions. 

“How did you get my name!”

Ill persons names are usually obtained through laboratories and doctor’s offices, which report certain diagnoses to public health. If the outbreak is local (traditional), a list of names may have been obtained from the event organizer. 

This may be even more confusing to well persons, who haven’t heard about an outbreak and may be suspicious and/or confused about the purpose of your call. Explain to well persons you got their name from an event organizer (in the case of a local outbreak).  If you’re using random sampling, tell the person that you’re calling a random sample of phone numbers hoping to speak to people who will answer a few questions about their exposures. 

“I don’t take calls from solicitors” or “I’m on the do not call list”

Apologize and explain that you are calling as part of a public health investigation. Public health is exempt from do not call lists.

“How do I know you’re who you say you are?” 

This is a completely valid question! You will be asking personal information in the interview, so encourage the interviewee to call back and hear your voicemail to confirm you work at the health department. You can also offer to transfer to your supervisor, or the interviewee can call the supervisor directly. 

“It’s okay. I’m his mother. Just ask me.”

For minors, it depends a lot on the age whether the parents will have more information than the child. However, for anyone over 18, you must speak directly to him or her, or gain his or her permission to speak to a parent.

Slide 12 Continuing on the right food

Okay, now that you’ve convinced the person to talk with you, you want to continue to gain their trust and build rapport. 

Take some time to answer the interviewee’s questions and concerns upfront. Common questions included: Am I at risk of getting sick? How do I protect my family from illness? How long will it take to figure out the source? Educate the interviewee about how disease is transmitted, and how to prevent transmission with handwashing, staying home from work/school/child care, vaccination, and completing medications as prescribed. Tell the interviewee how findings will be shared; this may be through the event organizer or through the health department website. If the interviewee is having any specific symptoms, encourage him or her to consult further with a physician. Finally, before starting the interview, ask the interviewee to get a calendar to help identify the exposure period and trigger memory.

Slide 13 Conducting the interview

Move on to the questionnaire once rapport is established. Stay in control of the interview, and redirect as needed to stay focused. Guide interviewee through the interview. Avoid leading questions, which may supply the interviewee with an answer. I would never ask “You don’t eat rare ground beef do you?” Instead I’d ask, “how do you typically cook your hamburgers and other ground beef?” Take a matter-of-fact approach to sensitive questions, i.e. sexual activity, drug use, etc. If you don’t sound embarrassed, it is less likely your interviewee will feel embarrassed. 

Slide 14 Collecting key information

Using the questionnaire correctly is essential to collecting good information and entering the data later on. Try not to skip any of the questions, even if they seem redundant. Mark an answer for every question, and complete one questionnaire for each person. It is important not to leave anything blank because the person entering data doesn't know if blank means "no", "unknown", or that you forgot to ask the question. While interviewing, if you take notes in the margins, be sure to go back after and make sure they are legible and make sense for the person doing data entry.
Slide 15 Collecting key information 

The questionnaire will probably begin with demographics, including age (likely to be an age range for control calls), sex, county or city as needed, ethnicity and race (may not be collected on control calls), and primary language. 

Slide 16 Collecting symptom information from ill persons

Next, the questionnaire will move on to symptom information if you are interviewing an ill person. Ask about the onset date, symptoms, duration (or if they are still ill), severity (including doctors visits, emergency department visits, and hospitalizations), and treatment. 

Slide 17 Collecting a food history

The questionnaire will ask about foods eaten during a very specific time period: during the incubation period of the causative agent or during the suspected event. It is important to stress to the interviewee that they answer questions about foods eaten only in the specified time period. A calendar can be very useful here, especially if you can help trigger memory by pointing to holidays or asking about meals out or other special events. Menus from events can also be helpful, or asking about food sources previously associated with the agent. Remind the interviewee to stay within the incubation time period or event. When asking about foods, include snacks, toppings, condiments, and drinks. If you ask about eating tomatoes, a person may say they did not eat tomatoes, but if you ask about ketchup or salsa, the interviewee may say they ate those foods. Another reason to thoroughly prepare is so that you can clarify foods that the interviewee may not know by name. For example, cilantro and coriander are two names for the same herb.

Slide 18 Other questions 

Other questions on the questionnaire may include non-food exposures (such as animals, recreational water, and travel), secondary cases, and if the interviewee would be willing to provide a stool specimen (if testing has not already been done). 

Slide 19 Wrapping up the interview

Finally, at the end of the interview, make sure you have asked all the questions on the form. Clarify any inconsistencies. Let the interviewee know that you may need to call back to ask additional questions or share new findings. Provide an agency contact phone number for any additional questions the interviewee may have. Explain how results of the investigation will be disseminated. For example, results may be disseminated through the CDC website or a report to the event coordinator. Finally, thank the interviewee for their time.

Slide 20 Finishing up

After an interview has concluded, complete necessary documentation. Review all questions on interview form to make sure questions are answered and legible. The phone list indicates who you called. Turn in or file interview forms. Make sure all confidential information is locked before leaving and avoid taking confidential paperwork with you. 


